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ABSTRACT
PROBLEMS AND POSSmiLITIES: THE COMPLEXITIES OF ACCESSING
HIGHER EDUCATION FOR PUERTO RICAN WOMEN IN THE UNITED STATES
SEPTEMBER 2004
BARBARA TRAMONTE, B.A., FORDHAM UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ed D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Irving Seidman
Female-headed families of Hispanic origin have the highest poverty rate of all
ethnic groups in the United States. Within this group of Hispanics, Puerto Rican
families suffer most from high rates of poverty with 52.1% of Puerto Rican youth
younger than 18 living below the poverty line (United States Census Bureau, 2001).
These figures are directly related to low educational levels and high dropout rates
among Puerto Rican females (Canedy, 2001; United States Department of Commerce,
1999).
This study explores the experiences of 16 Puerto Rican women accessing higher
education in an alternative program in the United States. In order to explore the
experiences of my participants, I use in-depth interviewing from a phenomenological
perspective (Seidman, 1998).
The study's findings show a lack of school support and curricular guidance for
Puerto Rican women in secondary school in the United States, and a tendency toward
internalized failure among participants. Inadequate assessment of bilingual speakers
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combined with negative perceptions of bilingual Spanish/English speakers in United
States schools also account for deficient academic outcomes for Puerto Rican female
students.
Results of this study also show a correlation between family disjunction and
negative school outcomes. High pregnancy rates among Puerto Rican teenagers were
also contributors to school drop out and push out behaviors.
Most women in this study who went on to a respectful, high-level, critical
thinking alternative higher education course in the humanities (New Roads to College)
showed remarkable growth personally and academically. Findings show an increase in
literacy and school motivation for their extended family members as well.
The study points to many recommendations for schools and policy makers who
are educating Puerto Rican women in United States schools.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Recently, I accompanied a group of Puerto Rican female non-traditional
students to a four-year college admissions session. These women had just completed
six college credits in New Roads to College, a bridge to higher education program, and
they were nervous about being interviewed at a regular college. All of the students on
this college visit had previously failed or done poorly in school. They were invited to
this admissions session because the college in question wanted to diversify its student
body. As we sat on a bench waiting for a bus to take us to the college, the women
chatted excitedly about their dreams of continuing school. I was particularly struck by
something Irma, a large Puerto Rican mother of five, said. She complained to Lena, a
waif-like 21 year old, who suffers fi'om post-traumatic stress disorder.
“You know, I miss school,” Irma moaned. “Now that I got used to reading and
all that, my mind is bored by the summer.”
Sylvia, a blonde, blue eyed Puerto Rican woman in her 40s added, “I know what
you mean. My four year old granddaughter says to me, ‘ Abuela, how come you not
doin’ homework on Sunday no more?’” Sylvia’s eyes were lit like an alternative energy
source for a faltering city. I listened to these women and inside my body a surge of
recognition spread. I too did not follow a traditional course through school. I ran away
from high school and it took me twenty-two years of part-time schooling to obtain a
Bachelor’s degree. I know what it feels like to be bitten by the quest-for-knowledgebug and not know how to satisfy the itch. These women were stung and they were
ready to scratch the surface.

1

That evening we spent at the college was one of the happiest nights I’ve had in a
long time. The women were filled with questions that were answered by a caring,
attentive staff. They were counseled by financial aid officers and were made to feel
welcome. We were invited to a “Mardi Gras” dinner replete with Cajun catfish and
hosts and hostesses in feathery masks. At the close of the evening all ten students I
brought were eager to submit applications to this four-year college. Many of these
students recounted abysmal track records in high school. Four were dropouts. Why
then, did their eyes light with desire when faced with the daunting task of supporting
themselves through college? Aside fi-om the obvious benefit of maturity, what would
make these women want to return to an experience (school) that formerly filled them
with dread? These women have stories to tell about education. Their stories contain
meanings about past school experiences. Their pasts are filled with actions that include
a legacy of school failure, apathy toward education, and drop out behaviors. I
wondered if their prior actions could essentially have been reactions to the forces
around them?

The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of Puerto Rican women
with low socio-economic status (SES) who are accessing higher education in a nontraditional program. New Roads to College. I chose a non-traditional setting as the
context for examining the educational experiences of Puerto Rican women because a
review of the research shows that a large number of Puerto Rican women are locked out
of enriching educational experiences in high school and, therefore, do not go on to
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traditional colleges (Vemez & Mizell, 2001). Also, statistics show that Puerto Ricans in
secondary school are unprepared and ill advised for college (Nieto, 2000b; FloresGronzales, 2002; Horn & Nunez, 2000). Therefore, many Puerto Rican women must
find other routes to college.
In this dissertation study I explore the experiences of intellectually capable
Puerto Rican women, between the ages of 19 and 62. Research has shown that
Hispanic students hoping to attend college expect more from their college experience
than Anglos do (Jackson, 2001). The women in this study fell below the threshold of
their expected academic achievement, and as their time in middle and secondary school
unfolded they began to believe that school was not a place where they could thrive.
However, they are now taking steps to amend their educational positions by attending a
non-traditional post secondary program. New Roads to College.
As stated above, many of these women have had unsatisfactory school
experiences in the past. They may have dropped out of high school, pursued a General
Education Development certificate (GED), or have had little or no experience with
higher education. In this study I look at reasons why this may have been so. I also
explore what it is like for them to be students in an alternative higher education
humanities program and the meaning that they make of this experience. How has their
experience in New Roads to College differed from their past educational journeys, and
what might that mean for educators, researchers and curriculum planners?
It should be noted that in order to provide anonymity for the participants in this
study, all names of people, places, and progreims have been disguised.
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The Educational Climate for Many Puerto Rican
Women in United States Schools
The forces surrounding Puerto Rican women accessing higher education are
complex and encompass cultural, familial, and educational currents. What stories lie
behind the negative school experiences of these intellectually capable individuals? How
do Puerto Rican females fit into the educational puzzle in the United States? The high
school dropout rate for Hispanics is 43.9% for persons 25 years and older. This is
almost double the rate for Blacks, and three times the rate for whites. The dropout rate
for non-Hispanics nationwide is 13.8% (United States Census Bureau, 2001).
According to Canedy, (2001) Latinas are the most likely to quit school in the
United States. This is a “troubling trend” with “ever-greater implications for the nation
as a whole” (Canedy, p. 2). Gloria Rodriguez, education adviser to former President
Bill Clinton, finds the high dropout rate of special concern since demographics show
that Latinos are the largest growing education group in this country (United States
Census Bureau, 2001). Moreover, “Hispanic girls leave school earlier than all other
groups of young people, male or female, and are the least likely to return” (Canedy, p.
2). These high figures have been consistent for the last few decades (Walsh, 1998).
When Puerto Rican women find themselves in their junior or senior year of high
school and realize that college is not an option, or that it is not feasible without
extensive remediation, what do they do? These women often drop out of school, are
pushed out, or languish educationally after graduating (Fine, 1991; Weis, Farrar, &
Petrie, 1989). Their job prospects are scant and low paying; their hopes for a bright
future are dampened. Add to this that Puerto Rican women have the highest birth rates
of all Hispanics in adolescence (Holyfield, 2002; Massachusetts Department of Public

4

Health, 2003) and the specter of whole families being caught in the negative warp of
poverty becomes a bleak reality.
High dropout rates have repercussions that affect the health, education, and
economic well being of Latino families. In the United States Puerto Ricans have not
fared as well in school as other Latino groups, including Latin Americans, South
Americans and Cubans Americans (Frau-Ramos & Nieto, 1993; Nieto, 1995; Walsh,
1998). After conducting this research, it is my distinct feeling that something in the
delivery system of United States education, possibly in tandem with the Puerto Rican
cultural and familial ethos, fails to provide this population with equal opportunity for
academic growth.
Some research exists about Puerto Rican students as a group (Acosta-Belen &
Christensen, 1986; Bigler, 1999; Cruz 1998;Flores-Gonzalez, 2002; Lamberty & Coll,
1994; Nieto, 2000a, Nieto, 2000b), but few studies have been done specifically about
Puerto Rican females (Hidalgo, 1992; Rolon, 1998; Alarcon, Erkut, Coll, Szalacha, &
Guzman, 1996). Perhaps studying Puerto Rican women, within the larger Hispanic
population, can deepen understanding regarding the dearth of academic opportunities
available to this population. In addition, this study looks at the affect women can have
on other family members in terms of advancing education.

Non-Traditional Higher Education Programs
for Minorities and the Poor
When given the chance to pursue higher education in a non-traditional scholarly
environment, students often undergo life-transforming experiences. In what ways are
their lives transformed? What are some of the differences between their current non-
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traditional schooling and the way that they have perceived and experienced education in
the past? How can many of these students, formerly thought to be incapable of complex
academic work, be arguing Plato, discussing literature in depth, and examining the
impact of art on civilization?
For the purposes of this dissertation, a non-traditional post-secondary
educational setting will be defined as a college level program that is largely independent
of a traditional university or community college campus. The mission of this type of
bridge program is to solicit and retain students who have not had the opportunity to
enter college via traditional pathways, due to extreme poverty, earlier school failure, or
other extenuating circumstances.
It is my hope that this study of Puerto Rican women accessing higher education
in a non-traditional program will answer these questions and add to research about
Puerto Ricans in education. This study will also serve to explore ways that the
academic potential of Puerto Rican students can be better realized.

Organization of this Dissertation
In Chapter 1,1 establish a context for this study. I include salient ideas about
Puerto Rican history, colonization, race ideation, gender position, and language. These
ideas lay groundwork for understanding the complexities of Puerto Rican school
experiences in the United States. Chapter 2 is a review of research regarding
educational attainment for Hispanics and Puerto Ricans in secondary and post
secondary education. In Chapter 21 also look at research about the poor and women
pursuing higher education in alternative and conventional settings.
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Chapter 3 explicates the method of research that I have selected, in-depth
interviewing from a phenomenological perspective (Seidman, 1998) to explore the
experiences of Puerto Rican women accessing higher education in the United States.
My focus is the lived experience of my participants, and I feel strongly that in-depth
interviewing facilitates this end. This method of research views each participant’s
experience as unique. I concur with other researchers who believe that people cannot
be compared, classified, accounted for or replaced (Van Manen, 1990). Therefore, I
chose a method that tries to encompass the multi-dimensional scope of each
participant’s character. A full explanation of my methodology can be found in Chapter
3 of this dissertation.
The origin and design of the program attended by these women. New Roads to
College, will also be described in Chapter 3, with a brief discussion on the relevance of
democracy and citizenship vis a vis this type of liberal arts education. In Chapters 4, 5,
and 6 I present my findings. In the final chapter. Chapter Seven, I discuss the
implications of my findings, assess the limitations of my research, and make
recommendations for further study and practice.
This study offers an opportunity to hear from Puerto Rican women in their own
voices. Their voices add to the body of inquiry on Hispanic education in the United
States and, in an effort to improve school conditions for Hispanic students, their voices
must be heard.
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Mv Interest in Puerto Rican Women in a Non-Traditional
Higher Educational Program
My interest in the education of Puerto Rican women has intensified over the six
years that I have been teaching them. I teach in an alternative school with a large
Puerto Rican population. While working in this setting I have found a disconnect
between the intelligence and capability of this group and their academic attainment. I
have also become aware, through my years of teaching and working with minority
populations in urban locations that the educational playing field for minorities is filled
with ruts.
My teaching and research takes place with Puerto Rican women who, for the
most part, have not had traditional school success. Not all Puerto Rican women have
failed in school. However, the women I teach exemplify the inadequate school
experiences of many Puerto Ricans. The immediacy of my current teaching has
compelled me to fiirther explore the lived experiences of these women.
I am interested in New Roads to College because it is an alternative humanities
program and not a career path program. I, along with others, (Russell, 1962; Shorris,
2000; Warren, 1975) believe that being in dialogue with the humanities via a liberal
education not only empowers citizens to understand the forces that surround them but it
helps them to gamer strength to change their own lives. They can then become full
citizens of a democracy.
My decision to study non-traditional students comes from the belief that their
stories may uncover a range of solutions for students who have failed to thrive in
traditional public school settings. Students find themselves in alternative programs
because they do not fit the paradigm of traditional schools. This in no way means they
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are less intelligent or academically less capable, but it implies that their thinking skills
and cultural ways-of-being may not be recognized or rewarded in traditional
educational settings (Gardner, 1999).

Research Questions: What I Hope to Discover
If America’s public schools serve the ideal of equal education for all, what, if
anything, went wrong for these women when they were going through traditional
secondary school programs here? What is going on for them now in their current
educational setting? Where are they headed? Answers to these research questions have
implications for improvements in the quality of life for Puerto Ricans, but also for a
large sector of Americans who have not benefited from the resources, educational or
otherwise, extant in the United States. In addition, a better-educated citizenry benefits
the nation’s need for a pool of highly skilled labor (United States Census Bureau, 2001).
When women who have not succeeded in the academic arena during thendeveloping years return to school, something rare can happen. They can draw upon
their gifts without being waylaid by the systems that pegged them wrongly in the past.
They have hope. They seem to have the ability to glance back at what happened and to
articulate why their educational life may have limped instead of galloped. This ability
to look back and simultaneously take hold of the present is a gift that can be unpacked
by researchers and policy makers who care about improving school for all students like
them.
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The Contextual Framework
In Chapter 1,1 situate the experiences of Puerto Rican females in United States
schools within the context of the colonization of Puerto Rico by both Spain and the
United States. I examine subsequent United States citizenship for Puerto Ricans. I also
look at bilingualism in the United States, Puerto Rican identity formation including race
and class issues, circular migration, and females within the Puerto Rican family. These
factors constitute a foundation and backdrop for understanding Puerto Rican school
performance. I will begin my exploration by looking at Puerto Rico’s history and its
impact on the education and social conditions for Puerto Ricans in the United States.

Colonization of Puerto Rico bv Spain and the United States
The story of Puerto Ricans in the United States begins like all other immigrants’
stories, in “la patria,” the homeland. Almost all migrating groups to America have
suffered the hardships of prejudice, language difficulty, and limited economic
opportunity. What is different about the Puerto Rican story?
Because Puerto Ricans on the island have struggled with their own rule, a
starting point to understanding the history of Puerto Rico might begin with the word
autonomy. What is the meaning of autonomy to the people of Puerto Rico? In 1869,
when Spain first allowed Puerto Ricans to organize political parties, the word autonomy
was banned from use (Monge, 1997). This type of autoCTatic policy enacted by the
1

metropolis existed for a few hundred years and continues to last into the 21

St

century

^Metropolis - a term originally used in the UN Charter to refer to the “colonizing”
country. (See Public School Reform in PR: sustaining colonial models of development
by Jose Solis, 1994, Greenwood Press, Westport ,CT.)
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under the auspices of the United States. Both Puerto Rico and the United States have a
conflicted orientation toward autonomy for Puerto Rican citizens on both the island and
the mainland.
Spanish rule in Puerto Rico began on the platform of Taino life. Tainos called
their island Borinquen and were the third wave of Amerindians (Arawaks) to inhabit the
island (Monge, 1997; Rogozinski, 1994). Their ancestry can be traced to 2300 B.C.
Once Puerto Rico was colonized in the early 1500s, Spain set up the encomienda
system, a method of distributing the Indians as slaves among the Spaniards. In the
wake of this oppression, most Tainos fled the island or died off. This left the Spaniards
to turn their attention to the enslaving and “soul saving” of Africans by importing them
to the island. Consequently the mix of people in Puerto Rico stems from African,
indigenous Taino Indian, and Spanish roots (Monge, 1997).
Spain kept a tight reign on Puerto Rico, maintaining the island as a
geographically well-placed prize in its spectrum of territories. During the last half of
the nineteenth century, Puerto Rico vacillated between promised autonomy from Spain
and the reality of autocratic rule. On September 23, 1868 patriots in Lares, Puerto Rico
revolted and declared a republic, but the insurrection was quelled in one day.
(Wagenheim & De Wagenheim, 1999). Significantly, El Grito de Lares remains
emblematic to the citizens of Puerto Rico as a day that expresses the true desires of the
people. Thirty years later as Puerto Rico was about to make a foray into selfgovernment the U.S.S. Maine blew up in Havana’s harbor and on April 25, 1898 the
Spanish-American war began. On July 25, 1898 American troops invaded Puerto Rico
and established a military government. Spain ceded Puerto Rico to the United States

11

with the signing of The Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898 (Wagenheim & De
Wagenheim, 1999).
At the time of United States takeover what was the national identity of Puerto
Rico like? Spain left a legacy of illiteracy (83.2% and the highest in the West Indies)
(Monge, 1997). There was no university on the island. No department of education
existed until the Autonomic Charter of 1897, right before the Spanish American War of
1898. Puerto Ricans did, however, embrace political awareness with high intensity.
During universal male suffrage, men flocked to the polling stations foreshadowing
Puerto Rico’s reputation for having one of the highest voter turnout rates per capita in
the world (Monge, 1997). The arts thrived during this period, and Puerto Ricans
displayed a high appreciation for poetry, dance, oratory, and music.

Puerto Rico and the United States in the Early 1900s
One must picture the intellectual climate of the United States in the 1890s and
early 1900s to fully grasp the righteous justification felt by American citizens in regard
to expanding their power throughout the world (Julien, 1971; Monge, 1997, Roosevelt,
1970; Strong, 1963). The United States was not alone in this type of thinking. The
countries of Western Europe also believed strongly in their right to colonize the world.
Two trends in American history may have relevance to ongoing and current
attitudes about Puerto Rico, and therefore Puerto Ricans. The first trend is manifest
destiny. John Louis O’Sullivan coined the phrase ‘Manifest Destiny” in 1845 in the
Democratic Review. Americans embraced manifest destiny as a concept that bestowed
divine right to its citizens to expand their power and land. It is important to note that
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expansionist philosophy, embodied by manifest destiny, has strong links to Darwin’s
theory of natural selection. Darwin asserted that the success of the United States is a
product of natural selection, or, put differently, the success of the United States stems
directly from the supremacy of whites (Darwin, 1936; Julien, 1971).
Influential thinkers of the time gave credence to the idea that white people
should dominate the world. Josiah Strong (1963), author of Our Country: Its Possible
Future, suggested to the Western world that it should Anglo-Saxonize mankind.
Strong’s book sold 170,000 copies in English and was translated into several languages.
Professor John W. Burgess, an eminent and well respected theorist who taught at
Amherst College and later led Columbia University’s School of Political Science,
suggested assigning world dominion to Germans and Anglo Saxons because, “they
should conduct the political civilization of the modem world.” (Pratt, 1936, P. 8).
An important book of the time that affected United States Naval policy was
Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power Upon History (1890). In it, Mahan posits that the
United States should be ready to take control of the Caribbean via beneficent expansion.
Mahan’s arguments about expansion were widely cited in Congress by Henry Cabot
Lodge. Lodge and Theodore Roosevelt, then assistant secretary of the Navy, favored
armed intervention in Cuba and Puerto Rico (Roosevelt, 1925). Expansionist feeling in
the United States fed the conviction that United States security required a canal across
the Isthmus of Panama and complete control of the Caribbean Sea.
A succession of presidents weighed in affirmatively on the issue (Monge, 1997).
President Benjamin Harrison (1889 - 1893) wanted to, but had no success in acquiring
Caribbean possessions. During Grover Cleveland’s second administration (1893 -
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1897) a purchase of Cuba was attempted, but failed. President McKinley (1897 - 1901)
asked Congress for authority to intervene between Cuba and Spain, which resulted in
The Teller Amendment. Interestingly, The Teller Amendment specified that the United
States did not want sovereignty over Cuba, yet United States annexation of Puerto Rico
was a given. Theodore Roosevelt (1901 - 1909) urged the United States to “get Puerto
Rico,” (Roosevelt, 1970) but leave Cuba its independence.
Differences between the United States’ attitudes toward Puerto Rico and Cuba
mark the second historical shift in United States policy toward Puerto Rico. By 1895
revolution flamed from one end of Cuba to another. United States’ sympathy for Cuba
was evident everywhere. However, the situation in Puerto Rico had been relatively
quiet. The general consensus was that Puerto Ricans were a peacefiil people and that
their day-long revolution at Grito de Lares in 1868 was a small disturbance and a weak
attempt at sovereignty (Roosevelt, 1970).
The phrasing of The Treaty of Paris makes clear the distinction between Puerto
Rico and Cuba within United States and Spanish sentiment. In Article I of The Treaty
of Paris, Spain “relinquishes” her claim to Cuba. In Article II, Puerto Rico is “ceded”
(United States, 1898). The distinction in word choice has colossal implications. When
asked why the people of Puerto Rico were not consulted about annexation. President
McKinley replied, “Do we need their consent to perform a great act for humanity?”
(Monge, 1997, p.26). Article IX of the Treaty of Paris clearly states that the United
States Congress will determine the political condition and the civil rights of the people
of Puerto Rico. This beginning of our relationship to Puerto Rico places Puerto Rico in
the position of the colonized. The Treaty of Paris makes no mention of Puerto Rican
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property, citizen rights, or free enjoyment. In contrast, the 1803 treaty with France for
the Louisiana Purchase makes clear the rights of citizens affected by that shift in power.
Finally, in 1900 The Foraker Act made Puerto Rico a United States territory headed by
an American governor (Monge, 1997).
The easy takeover of Puerto Rico was partly enabled by the island’s belief in the
United States as a great democratic nation, favorable to both labor and improved living
conditions. From the standpoint of United States expansionism, Puerto Rico fiirnished
both a strategic military position and a ripe export market for United States goods.
Puerto Rico was construed as a “peaceful, cooperative, decidedly non-virile colony - a
counter example to Cuba and the Philippines” (Findlay, 1998, p. 142). From the
American perspective, Puerto Rico was perceived as “docile and welcoming to
American imperialism” (Findlay, 1998, p. 143).
Attitudes about the colonization of Puerto Rico affect both mainstream
American perceptions of Puerto Ricans and the perspective of Puerto Ricans as a
colonized people being educated in mainstream America. According to Ogbu (1978),
minority responses to the delivery of education are influenced by the status of their
immigrant group as “voluntary” or “involuntary”. Because the people of Puerto Rico
are colonized and an “involuntary” minority their responses to education in the United
States can be seen as more resistant than those of people in the mainstream, or those of
voluntary immigrants who choose to come to this country and seek citizenship.
The story of Puerto Rican migration to the United States is laced with struggles
for equal treatment in jobs and education (Chenault, 1970; Mills, Senior, and Goldsen,
1967; Rivera-Batiz, & Santiago, 1996). Walsh (1998) makes clear the importance of

15

situating Puerto Ricans in the dual reality of being United States citizens and colonial
subjects at the same time. It is her belief that schools continue to play a role in
maintaining power relationships between the colonized (Puerto Ricans) and the
colonizer (The United States). For Walsh the effects of this relationship are clearly
evidenced in the dismal outcome for Puerto Ricans in our American school system.
She, like Ogbu, (1991) elucidates the existence of an oppositional mentality on the part
of Puerto Ricans in United States schools. This is an attempt by Puerto Ricans to
maintain their identity with “dignidad” and “respeto,” characteristics that are highly
valued in the Latino community (Lindenthal & Schneider, 1991).

Language Issues
Puerto Ricans in the United States have felt marginalized, subjugated and
misunderstood, leading to educational disadvantage and low economic status. The
complex social responses to language differences between the Latino community and
the American English mainstream has consequences that have devolved into a
conflicted delivery of education to Spanish speaking children in the United States
(Darder, Torres & Gutierrez, 1997; Diaz-Soto, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999; Zentella, 1997).
Equating language difference with divisiveness has biblical roots. In Genesis,
the story of the Tower of Babel establishes a strong, archetype for the belief that people
who do not speak the same language have little or no chance of working, cooperating or
learning together. This belief results in an attempt at subjugation by one group over
another.
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Whether to instruct native Spanish speakers in English or in Spanish, or in a
combination of both, is part of an ongoing debate that has raged in Puerto Rico and in
the United States for years (Cummins & Swain, 1986; Nieto, 1995; Ogbu, 1991; Porter
1996).
The history of education in Puerto Rico is rife with confiision about which
language should be used to educate school children (Osuna, 1975). Between 1898 and
the present, Puerto Rico has had seven official language policies spanning English-only
to Spanish as the medium of instruction (DeGutierrez, 1987). So political has been the
teaching of English in Puerto Rico that Juan Jose Osuna, Dean Emeritus of the College
of Education, University of Puerto Rico called it, “the most controversial subject of the
curriculum” and an object of “insular partisan politics” (DeGutierrez, 1987, p. 11).

The Historical Tracks of Bilingualism in the United States
On the federal level the evolution of bilingual education in the United States
swings into serious action with Title VT, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (United States,
1964). This act prohibits the denial of equal educational opportunity on the basis of
race, language or national origin. Title VII, the Bilingual Education Act of 1968
(United States, 1968) goes a step further by ensuring fiinding for bilingual education
and setting guidelines for its administration.
The 1974 United States Supreme Court decision, Lau vs. Nichols (United States
Supreme Court, 1974) hammered home the idea that public schools have a
responsibility to remove language barriers that exclude linguistic minority children from
full participation in education. This initiated several approaches to providing equal
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educational opportunities via native language instruction to public school children in the
United States (Baker, 2001)
There are various forms of bilingual education in place in the United States
today. The three main conduits for teaching bilingual education are TBE (Transitional
Bilingual Education), English Immersion, and ESL (English as a Second Language)
(Baker, 2001). Like other educational theories, these approaches may be used in their
pure forms, or melded to spawn programs that address the individual needs of
municipalities or school boards.
It is the nature and efficacy of these programs and the sociopolitical attitudes
toward their very existence that has ignited the fiiry of our multi-ethnic nation and
established two opposing camps. Educators from both sides are in agreement that the
goal for non-native English speakers in the United States should be preparedness for
academic work in English. Where educators and theorists disagree is on the best and
most humane means of school content delivery for speakers of other languages who
enter United States schools.
Bilingualism in the United States has the added burden of being thought of in
pejorative terms. “Historically, [bilingualism] has been associated with low-income,
low-status persons who are educationally at risk” (Hakuta, 1986, p.7). There is no
doubt that both bilingual education theory and practice are ensnared in a complex
cultural and political web. Proponents of bilingual education tout its benefits while
opponents decry its deficiencies.
Puerto Ricans, and Latinos in general, have strong feelings about their identities
as Spanish speakers. Unlike immigrants from other cultures who have arrived on
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America’s shores. Latinos seem more reluctant to give up their native tongue and adopt
English as their only language. In the New York metropolitan area American-born
Latinos (dominant in English) slightly outnumber immigrant Latinos (dominant in
Spanish). However, the great majority of ^ Latinos speak both English and Spanish
(Navarro, 2003). Unlike prior groups of immigrants. Latinos do not give up their native
language completely. There may be many reasons for this. One may be the current
reverence for immigrant roots that exists among non-Anglo American citizens in the
United States. Another may be a warranted oppositional position on the part of Latinos
because they suffer race and class prejudice (Ogbu, 1991; Urciuoli, 1998; Walsh, 1998).
In the United States there is a perception that using languages other than English
in public spaces affects assimilation and may even erode patriotic loyalty. There is
some truth to the observation that language preserves cultural features (Navarro, 2003).
Debates about bilingual education in the United States are fraught with ideas beyond
linguistic methodology (Macedo, 2000). For this reason, in addition to a purely
linguistic consideration of bilingual education in the United States, the underlying social
and political debates about this issue are reviewed in the following pages.

The Pro-Bilingual Education Perspective
Advocates for bilingual education, like Jim Cummins (1986), believe that
second language acquisition can last six years and that students should be taught (at
least initially) in their mother tongue. Cummins advocates teaching in the primary
language until sufficient English is acquired.
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Many who believe in bilingual education feel strongly that unless a student
attains a threshold level of competence in his or her native language, he or she may not
have the cognitive ability to fully develop the second language (Hamayan & Damico,
1991). I can only speculate, as I try to learn a second language, how difficult it would
be for me to parse academic concepts in content areas in a language I am attempting to
learn.
In addition, conflict abounds about the often-accepted theory that a second
language can best be learned in the younger years (Hakuta & Bialystok, 1994). One
reason why children under five may sound like native speakers is they are replacing
their first language with the second. For example, someone who arrives in a country at
a young age is not really learning a second language but is continuing the process of
first language acquisition in a new language (Hakuta & Bialystok, 1994). Allowing
children to learn in their native language while young insures that they are not stuck
with the burden of building concepts and language at the same time. Adults already
have the concepts.
It is generally recognized that there are two types of bilingualism - additive and
subtractive. In additive bilingualism the student continues to learn in language number
one and adds a new language. In subtractive bilingualism, the second language detracts
or inhibits progress in the first. Often lower socio-economic students experience
subtractive bilingualism (Benavides & Padilla 1992). McLaughlin (1985) has found
that additive bilingualism confers an important cognitive advantage on the learner. It is
telling that within the social context of the United States first language Spanish speakers
who also speak English are seen as having a deficit (Nieto, 2004).
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Baker (2001) makes a distinction between elective and circumstantial bilinguals,
the former being individuals who elect to learn a second language and the latter, persons
who are forced to adopt a non-native language for survival (Baker, 2001). Like Sinclair
and Ghory (1987), Baker worries that terms like LEP (Limited English Proficiency) or
semi lingual (not proficient in either language), lead to diminished teaching and
learning expectations.
The only clear thing about attitudes in bilingual education in the United States is
that they are obscured by politics and social agendas. Some believe that a colonizing
people (here, the United States) will not learn the language of the colonized in order to
maintain social distance (Hakuta & Bialystok, 1994). Macedo (2000) urges educators
and evaluators to veer away from reducing reading and educatory principles to their
technical and scientific parts. Social attitudes toward bilingual students need to be
examined when trying to assess why they may or may not be doing well in school.
Questions are raised about whether “cultural identity among subordinated students play
into linguistic resistance (a process through which students consciously or
unconsciously resist learning the dominant language)” (Macedo, 2000, p. 29). Is it
possible that Spanish speakers in the United States keep their social distance via
language difference fi'om the mainstream English population for reasons of selfpreservation?
In a thought-provoking article in The Atlantic Monthly. Barbara Walraff (2000)
challenges the assumption that English will be the most widely used world language in
the future. She points to the paradoxical fact that while English is spreading globally, it
is not holding power in already dominantly speaking English countries. According to
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the United States Census between 1980 and 1990 the number of Spanish speakers
jumped 50% (WalrafF, 2000). In addition, English speakers have lower birth rates than
speakers of Hindi, Urdu, Arabic and Spanish. She, perhaps prophetically, argued that
there may be ‘‘a backlash against American values and culture in the Middle East or
Asia” (Walraff, 2000, p. 55).
The question remains whether English immersion is the best route to accomplish
the goal of educational equality and opportunity for the current population of Puerto
Ricans in our schools.
Anzaldua (1987) can remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess and
getting hit on the knuckles three times with a ruler for the offense. Recently, while
supervising student teachers in a Massachusetts middle school, I witnessed a
cooperating teacher forbid her students to speak Spanish to each other during
homeroom. Identity is clearly wrapped up in language in the Latino community. The
social and cultural context of learning a new language is more than just a backdrop. It
is an active player.

The Case Against Bilingual Education
Advocates of total immersion in English proclaim that proponents of first
language teaching have a political agenda and that there has been no conclusive
evidence that superior academic results emerge when students are taught in their home
language (Porter, 1996).
Strong sentiments expressed by older generations of immigrants often include
the thinking that America is a nation of immigrants and all those before the now
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growing population of Latinos assimilated by adapting to English (Bigler, 1999). This
belief belies the historical truth that up until 1910 there was considerable tolerance for
instruction in German in public and private schools. From 1850 on, many states had
laws preventing educational authorities from interfering with the use of German (and
other languages) in the public schools. In fact, in 1862 great efforts were made for the
consideration of German as the single language to be used in the United States (Kloss,
1977).
By the time of the First World War, anti-German sentiment was at an all time
high and these laws were repealed. However, in 1923 the Supreme Court declared it
unconstitutional to suppress the use of foreign languages in the public schools, but the
prevailing negative psychosocial attitude to non-native English speakers was
established. Today, many people believe in “the old ‘sink or swim’ method of learning
English. ‘I did it,’ the line went. ‘Why can’t they?”’ (Hakuta, 1986, p.8).
Porter (1996) posits that there is no reliable evidence to support the idea that
being taught in one’s native language first means an easier transition to English.
Federal statistics show that up to 60% of children in bilingual education programs in the
United States are actually dominant in English and don’t belong in bilingual education.
Porter (1996), Linda Chavez (1991), Richard Rodriguez (1982) and other educators, say
there are no hard data to support the claim that children instructed in their native tongue
do better in academic subjects.
Policies often emerge from politicized responses to the language question. For
example, in New York City, Russian, Korean and Chinese students are most frequently
placed in ESL classes, while Haitian and Latino students are put in bilingual education
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classes. In Bushwick, an extremely poor Latino/Black neighborhood in Brooklyn, the
Bushwick Parents Organization sued the city of New York claiming that their children
were languishing in bilingual education courses (Porter, 1996). Educational researchers
Rossell and Baker (1996) state that research has not proven that TBE is better.
Richard Rodriguez points out that it is not possible for any child to truly use his
“family” language at school anyway, because school is the place where a child quickly
learns to construct a public persona. “What I needed to learn in school was that I had
the right and the obligation to speak the public language of los gringos” (Rodriguez,
1982, p.l9). However, one cannot read Rodriguez’s very personal memoir without
feeling seared by his pain, as he is increasingly alienated from his family. This is the
price that he pays for successfully constructing a “public” self in a gringo arena.
In considering the points made by those who embrace a full immersion into
American (albeit English) intellectual life, one might consider John Dewey’s position
that school should insure each individual the opportunity to go beyond the social group
of his or her birth (Dewey, 1959, 1963).
The word educate comes from the Latin root to “lead out” or “draw out.” If we
confine children to that which they already know, where might we be leading them? In
thinking about the claims that Richard Rodriguez makes for full immersion in English
as an entry to the American intellectual forum, I am reminded of Gramsci who believed
that citizens remain at the periphery of national life when they do not master the
standard version of the national language (Buci-Glucksmann, 1980; Gramsci, 1988). In
order to fully participate in a democracy, its citizens must be educated. Should this
include being well versed in the “so-called accepted” national language?
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Assessing Bilingual Students
When it comes to assessing bilingual students and deciding what method of
instruction would best serve them Figueroa and Valdez (1994) worry that attitudinal
bias has strong negative consequences for Hispanic children. There is no doubt that
many inappropriate referrals are the result of poor evaluation methods (Rodriquez,
Prieto, & Rueda, 1984). It is important to note that there is often a difference between
actual competence and performance in a language. The speech of any native speaker
will be influenced by factors such as how nervous the speaker is, how tired or whether
she is in a hurry (Thomas, 1965). Trueba (1989) points to the development of negative
self esteem in second language learners when majority language speakers look down on
them. When Limited English Proficiency (LEP) students are misdiagnosed as language
disordered they are made to feel marginalized (Sinclair & Ghoiy, 1987).
Formal assessment of bilingual student ability is fi'aught with complexity. The
process of evaluating bilingual children is seen as politically and socially neutral, when
it is not. The background of the assessor can influence results as can culture and social
class biases (Stefanakis, 2000). Informal assessment, in the form of interviews, close
teacher contact and teacher display of approval of bilingual student capability is
preferred. Teacher beliefs about bilingual students are not products of individual
personality responses, but often represent systemic prejudice that may affect the
outcome of linguistic minority education (Bartolome, 2000).
Sometimes assessment of bilingual student ability is skewed by teacher
assumptions that students with Spanish surnames are more proficient in Spanish than in
English solely because of their names and cultural behaviors. “There are hundreds of
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thousands of Puerto Ricans who identify themselves first and foremost as Puerto Rican
but do not speak Spanish” (Nieto, 1999). Teachers often misdiagnose learning
problems of students with Spanish surnames, placing them wrongly in bilingual
education, when they are, in fact, dominant in English.
There is an underlying premise that prejudice may muddy a just evaluation of
non-English speaking immigrants. This idea is startlingly revealed in the case of H.H.
Goddard, who translated the Binet I.Q. test in 1910 for use with immigrants entering
Ellis Island. In testing 30 incoming Jewish immigrants, he found 25 of them to be
“feeble minded” (Hakuta, 1986, p. 19). Could it be possible that the tests are the
instruments of failure and fi’om this evaluative starting point a long line of maladaptive
educational expectation and performance ricochets?
Speech patterns that appear as performance deficits may be part of the normal
process of acquiring a second language. These speech and writing competencies often
do not reflect ability and may include linguistic interference from the first, code
switching, and rule fossilization (Hamayan & Damico, 1991). Linguistic interference
takes the form of inserting first language words and syntax in the second language
learner’s psyche. Code switching is switching back and forth between languages within
one unit of expression, and rule fossilization can mean a tendency not to be able to
apply new rules to a different language system. Penalosa (1981) claims that code
switching does not indicate poor language acquisition, yet teachers often look down
upon it. People who speak Spanish in the United States are seen as speakers of the “less
valued language”, and when they code switch, they are perceived as contaminating both
languages. This view of Spanish speakers in the United States renders them
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communicatively incompetent, advancing a social and intellectual strike against them
(Urciuoli, 1998). It is important for evaluators and educators to be aware that
overcoming various types of interference can look like academic backsliding, but this
may not be the case. According to Cummins (1986) the state of apparent incompetence
in second language acquisition can last up to six years.
I think that for some of the women in this study, language is synonymous with
self and by extension, self-preservation. Unlike generations of past immigrants,
Hispanic people in the United States are reluctant to assimilate via forfeit of their native
language. As one participant in my pilot study exclaimed when presented with the
English only issue, “White people are trying to take away our souls by making our
language seem wrong. But we won’t give it up” (In Tramonte, 2002). Judging from
bilingual Spanish/English public signs in many of our major cities, it looks like the
bilingual Spanish/English trend is here to stay.

Race and Identity
If giving up their language would make assimilation easier, why do Latinos
resist? In thinking about this, I can’t help but wonder whether issues of race play a role
in Latino school resistance. Many immigrants against bilingualism are of European
extraction, (i.e., Irish, Polish, Italian, Austrian and others.) People from these groups
could assimilate very easily into a white ideal acceptable to America, often by changing
names or sometimes more drastically by altering hair and facial features. This brings
the discussion of how language difference may tie in to other kinds of prejudice (i.e..
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race and class prejudice) when associated with the Hispanic community (Macedo,
2000).
Urciuoli (1998) points out that language prejudice against certain groups may
really be race and class prejudice thinly disguised. She says, “At the base of United
States assumptions about ethnicity and race is the idea of the normative or generic
American, white, middle-class, English-speaking,” (Urciuoli, 1998, p. 16). Ethnicity is
often seen as European, whereas minorities other than European-Americans are
racialized, or sorted into subordinate groups. (Urciuoli, 1998).
Puerto Ricans are a people descended fi’om Taino, Spanish and African lineage
and within the context of American racial politics they may or may not be identified as
white. Therefore, by giving up their native language and cultural markers, they still
may face the barriers of both American racism and classism. Hakuta (1986) reminds us
that, “Bilingualism, in addition to being a linguistic concept, refers to a constellation of
tensions having to do with a multitude of psychological, societal, ^d political realities.”
(Hakuta, 1986, p. 9) It is important to look at bilingualism through the lens of
psychological, social, racial and political reality, because this clearly affects teacher and
student response to the educational mission at hand.
Our identities are formed by a fiision of multiple positions. Psychoanalytic
writer Erik Erikson (1970) was the first to explicate adolescent identity. His view is
situated in the internal psychological process, yet differs from Freud’s biologically
based psychosexual orientation of personality development. Erikson emphasized the
search for “self’ as a journey within a context of “others.” He saw identity as rooted
within the individual and the communal culture and believed that one’s identity
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develops through absence or loss (Erikson, 1970). This notion of identity is salient to
the study of Puerto Rican women and to all ethnic Americans, because issues of loss of
identity affect feelings of personal worth and motivation to achieve.
Social identity theory tells us that we think about people within social categories
and that these categories are replete with pre-ascribed meaning. Categorization may
occur either internally (self-ascribed) or externally (defined from outside). Henri Tajfel
(1978a, 1978b) developed social identity theory in adults and speaks extensively of
differentiation and categorization as two means of forming identity. Once these ways of
thinking are in place, according to Tajfel, power struggles between groups are
inevitable. What categories do Puerto Rican women find themselves in? How do they
differentiate themselves from other groups?
Adding to the literature on social identity theory important findings have
emerged about racial identity development. Our identities relate or do not relate to
specific racial constructs within society. Identity is looked at as an interaction of
disparate elements, each giving significance to the others. In the United States we have
fairly rigid racial categories. Latinos are viewed as distinct from whites. This has led to
an inability on the part of Americans to distinguish between Latinos of different
national origins (Moore & Pachon, 1985).
In Latino societies a fixed system of color classification often does not exist.
For example, Mexicans range from white to Indian and Puerto Ricans cover a spectrum
from white to Black with people in between. In these societies, although race prejudice
does exist, it does not exist to the degree that it does in the United States. Members of
one Puerto Rican family may appear to fit into more than one racial category. When
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Puerto Ricans come to the United States they find the rigid racial categories confiising.
Puerto Ricans do not see themselves as white or Black or as belonging to either group.
“If forced to think in racial terms, they will not classify themselves as white” (Feldman
& Gallegos, 2001, p. 43). Latinos defy easy categorization and this can be seen as
positive, in the sense that models from other racial groups cannot be imposed on people
of Latino origin (Feldman & Gallegos, 2001).
Questions about referencing Hispanics/Latinos in United States social parlance
are rife with confusion about whether the category Hispanic should be viewed as an
ethnicity, a race, or both (Garcia, & De Grief, 2000). Many believe that the term
Hispanic has been racialized in the United States (Mendieta, 2000; Alcoff, 2000).
Mendieta (2000) points out that racial categories in Anglo-Saxon America are not only
used as an administrative demarcation, but as a mark of lesser moral status.
Magdalena, a participant in my dissertation study, mapped the complexities of
race within the Puerto Rican population when she told the story of a trip to the mall
with her brother who has much darker skin than she does. “The lady was following him
all over the store just because he looks black. They never did that to me when I went in
that sneaker store.” (Tramonte, 2002). It is difficult and confiising for many Puerto
Ricans to navigate the racial tightrope that the United States has its citizens walk.
Some Latinos in the United States have campaigned to be categorized as white.
Such is the case with the Association of white Hispanics (Allen, 1994). Others argue
against terms like “White Hispanics” and “Black Hispanics” because this type of
categorization conscripts the Hispanic community into an alien way of thinking.
Traditionally, Hispanics identify by culture and nationality, not race. Puerto Ricans of
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all colors self-identify as Puerto Ricans first (Rodriguez, 1989; Oquendo, 1998).
Conflating race, class and ethnicity makes it difficult to analyze social and educational
problems within the Hispanic community. Racial categories and social identities are
always changing. How a group is viewed, whether by race or ethnicity, is marked by
social and historical attitudes that may carry inherent negative or positive feelings about
the group in question (Omi & Winant, 1986).
Issues of race and class, originating in “la patria” affect the way that Puerto
Ricans form their identities. “Class relations euphemize race and provide a means to
deny the existence and persistence of racist practices,” (Torres &Whitten, 1998, p.
288). In other words, class issues and language issues may serve to deflect a deeper
disenfranchisement due to race discrimination. Puerto Ricans are “subsumed by the
A

tripartite classification of el Negro, el bianco, and el jibaro in (Puerto Rican) society”
(Torres & Whitten, 1998, p. 289). Puerto Ricans can’t escape being stratified by
prescriptive skin color and social roles. However, sometimes this stratification can lead
to a political power base by ethnic identification (known as identity politics). The
question has been asked whether ethnic identity should be used as a weapon in the
struggle against Eurocentric values (Flores, 1993).
Richard Rodriguez (1982) explores how racial attitudes imbue social and
educational expectations. He sees his own family as descended from a “confiised
colonial past”, harboring denigrating attitudes toward dark skin. These anti-color biases
are based on the acceptance of a white paradigm of goodness and beauty. His mother
Jibaros - Country people in Puerto Rico who were often forced to leave the
countryside as the old plantation system collapsed. Tibaros migrated to the urban areas
of the island in search of employment. Many came to the United States after World
War II in search of work.
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tells him he looks like a “negrito”^ and his sister admits relief when her own children
are bom with light skin. In talking about how administrators and educators view him,
Rodriguez says, “Perhaps because I am marked by indelible color they easily suppose
that I am unchanged by social mobility, that I can claim unbroken ties with the past”
(Rodriguez, 1982, p. 5). The import of this reaction, for Rodriguez, is that he is seen as
“a person of color” before all else, and that he is marked in a permanent way. Current
ideas about race and whether it is a false constmct may illuminate the complexities
inherent in this discussion and beg for closer examination (Jackson & Wijeyesinghe,
2001).
Issues of race, power and language discrimination tunnel beneath a seemingly
placid and logical learning landscape. Without heeding the fault lines, educators and
the general public decry repeatedly, “Why are Puerto Ricans (and minority people of
color) doing so poorly in school and suffering economically?” This is said as though
the turf is green and level. However, this view is artificial. What is happening
underneath? Puerto Rican women in the United States can suffer double discrimination
- as women and as people of color (Taylor, Gilligan, & Sullivan, 1995). Racial
attitudes among Puerto Ricans on the island often allude to widespread “color
blindness”, when in fact, the dictum '^adelantar la razcf'^ contradicts this concept of the
Puerto Rican persona as wholly integrated racially (Acosta-Belen & Christensen, 1986).

Negrito - Here, meaning black. Not to be confiised with the often used “Negro”; a
term of endearment amongst Puerto Ricans.
"•Adelantar la raza - To go through a “whitening process” by marrying someone light¬
skinned, if not white.
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Circular Migration
Puerto Ricans are members of American society via automatic, “imposed”
citizenship (Nieto, 1995). Unlike other immigrants, they represent the first group of
newcomers to arrive as citizens via The Jones Act of 1917 (Puerto Rico USA.com,
2004). They are a marginalized group of Hispanics partly due to their colonized status.
Their migration is often circular, that is, Puerto Ricans often travel back and forth
between their homeland and the mainland with ease because they have no need for the
requisite green card. Instead of this freedom of movement smoothing the way for an
easier transition to United States mainland educational culture, it has been cited as a
cause of school failure among Puerto Ricans in American schools. Circular migration
substantially influences Puerto Rican identity and intensifies resistance to assimilation
(Nieto, 1995).
Other views about circular migration indicate that it can strengthen resiliency,
kinship and biculturality. Being bi-cultural can be viewed in an additive, positive light.
The findings in a study by Lamberty and Coll (1994) show that such duality of cultural
identification does not compromise allegiance and full participation in the adopted
country.
By the 1960s return migration to the island had begun to take place. Migratory
patterns became circular with 41% of one sample population of Puerto Ricans going
back and forth between the island and the mainland (Korrol, 1983). Immigration is
analyzed in a new light when we look at the Puerto Rican migratory experience as a
way of living instead of as one significant life-altering event (Nieto, 1995).
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Puerto Rican Females within the Family Structure

Adolescent Pregnancy and Motherhood
Issues of early sexual activity and adolescent pregnancy permeate the Puerto
Rican female’s school adjustment and affect her ability to reach full intellectual and
career potential. In a federal study done in 1995, Puerto Rican females aged 15-19
were having babies at higher rates than other Hispanic and non-Hispanic Black and
white girls in the same age group. The birthrate for Cubans was 2.5% in 1995, for
Mexican-Americans 9.5% and for Puerto Ricans, 11.3% (Portner, 1998). The study
also found that Hispanic girls are twice as likely as other teenagers to say their children
were planned.
Young women who seek independence often choose motherhood as a route to
adulthood and increased responsibility. In one study of adolescents, 47% of
respondents reported that having babies and caring for them made them feel best about
themselves. In addition, these adolescents are socialized to motherhood because the
acceptability of early child bearing is enhanced by the experiences of sisters, cousins,
aunts and peers (Williams, 1991).
In addition, the childbearing habits of minority females have historically been
vilified. Even when women are older, we invariably define lower class minorities who
bear children when n single, deviant. Whereas, white women who are increasingly
choosing single parenthood and out-of-wedlock pregnancy are often seen as “exercising
their options” (Lander, 1971). Puerto Rican women are doubly burdened with the
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weight of cultural beliefs that encourage females to adhere to rigidly constricted roles,
such as becoming mothers (Hidalgo, 1992).
In terms of how mothers are seen in Puerto Rican culture, they are highly
considered. Rolon (1998) found that the mother is the most significant influence on
Puerto Rican children in their educational motivation. Nieto (2000b) also finds the
grandmother to be a key player in Puerto Rican students’ achievement.

Female Role Expectations
Historically, females in Puerto Rican culture have had tightly prescribed roles.
Latin American culture, in general, privileges a cult of virginity and embraces the idea
of machismo’ (Acosta-Belen & Christensen, 1986). Cultural pressure for females to
produce children as an expression of love for their male partners is part of the culture of
machismo. For this reason young women may have multiple births at a relatively
young age.
Rolon (1998) postulated that within the Puerto Rican community, dropping out
of school is seen as an educational choice. If dropping out were not perceived as an
educational choice, students would have to think outside the box to do so, making it a
less frequent occurrence. This is not true for all Puerto Rican people in the United
States. However, a “deficit” model, one that examines what is wrong with their lives,
fi’ames most research about Puerto Rican youth (Alarcon, et al., 1996).
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Culture and Family
Research has shown that Hispanics value family highly (Moore & Pachon,
1985). “Familia” is the initial source of identity for most Hispanic individuals. In the
1991 census in New York City, 90% of Hispanic people lived in families as compared
to 82% of the entire city population (United States Census Bureau, 1991). The retention
of extended family remains strong among Latinos. This strong feeling for family flows
beyond legal concept or social more. In Puerto Rico a child of a couple is automatically
considered “legal”, whether the couple is married or not. (Lindenthal & Schneider,
1991).
In America, Hispanics have higher fertility rates and larger families than AngloAmericans (Hol5dield, 2002). For Puerto Ricans, who live mostly in urban areas, this
means crowded living conditions in poor areas of the cities. Often these areas are
located near industrial parks containing more pollutants. There is also easy access to
guns and drugs. In addition to this, the poor have excessive stress about money and
bills. Their living conditions include being overheated in summer and under heated in
winter. This has a marked negative affect on Puerto Rican women and the children they
are trying to raise and educate. In New York City, 65% of Hispanic hospitalizations
were due to asthma and bronchitis, compared to 27% of the total population. Also,
Hispanics are more at risk than the general population for ailments related to substance
abuse. On a cultural note, excessive drinking is accepted within the Hispanic male
population, but it is considered lewd behavior for women (Lindenthal & Schneider,
1991).
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Summary of Conditions for Puerto Rican Women and Children
Researchers have speculated that Puerto Ricans are becoming an underclass
among Hispanics in the United States. Government data shows that since the great
migration of Puerto Ricans to this country in the 1950s Puerto Ricans have consistently
held a uniquely disadvantaged position. Compared to 16.9% of the Cuban population in
America, 16.6% of Central and South Americans and 24.9% of Mexicans, 30.8% of
Puerto Ricans show the highest poverty rates in this country (Lamberty & Coll, 1994).
In 1990, teenage births accounted for 22% of all births to Puerto Rican mothers,
a rate higher than any other Hispanic group. Women who begin childbearing early have
shorter intervals between pregnancies and often have infants with low birth weights.
Among Puerto Rican teenage mothers, 42% were 17 years of age or younger, a figure
associated with high risk for poor maternal and infant outcomes. Teenage mothers
often receive delayed or little pre-natal care, a crucial factor for both maternal and infant
health (Ventura, Curtin, & Matthews, 1998). Most disappointing is the fact that
adolescent mothers repeat more grades in school and often end up dropping out
(Wasserman, Brunelli, Rauh, & Alvarado, 1994). This not only has a detrimental
educational impact on one generation, but reaches into the next.
In reviewing the data concerning poverty, education, health and welfare for
minorities, some researchers have concluded that there is no doubt that “innate potential
is significantly dwarfed by social and political forces beyond their (Puerto Ricans’)
control” (Lamberty & Coll, 1994, p. 267). There is also no doubt that many Puerto
Rican individuals have successfiilly navigated our educational system and many more
will continue to do so.
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Puerto Rican children and other minorities in United States schools need
educational advocates to support their journey through the school system. Middle class
Hispanics do better in school because their parents know how to negotiate the system.
Lamberty and Coll (1994) conclude that for lower class Puerto Ricans in school, “The
idea of an advocacy initiative is one that needs greater specificity and refinement...”
(Lamberty & Coll, 1994, p. 276).
The participants in a pilot study I did in 2002 repeatedly decried the lack of
guidance and direction that they received as students in their academic lives. The most
ofl;en repeated phrase I heard while questioning participants about their aspirations and
preparation for college was, “Nobody told me.”

Final Thoughts
After a careful survey of the literature on Puerto Rican history, culture, socio¬
economic, school and gender positions, I have come to a deeper understanding of the
labyrinthine paths that intersect to make up the educational landscape for Puerto Rican
females in mainland American schools. Often women on these paths fall off the road
and are unable to pursue a higher education. Whether the obstacles are overt racism,
lack of opportunity, poverty, or language discrimination, these women are often blocked
from taking a viable route to educational attainment. In a so-called democracy, this is
unacceptable.
I refrain from adopting a ‘deficit” view of the problems faced by Puerto Ricans
obtaining an education in American schools in this dissertation. In other words, I do not
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privilege what may be wrong with the population over what may be wrong with the
schools and socio-economic conditions that frame their lives.
In Chapter 2,1 examine structural explanations for why school problems exist
for Puerto Rican females. Structural explanations include looking at how school
structure may be linked to low academic outcomes for minorities. I also approach this
study from the perspective of reproduction theory (Bowles & Gintis, 1976).
Reproduction theory posits that schools are instruments for the dominant group in
society and that they shortchange minorities.
Post-secondary bridge-to-college programs play a crucial role in hoisting
women back on the path to college. Such programs can serve to invite minority and
economically disadvantaged students into the academic dialogue. Minority women who
pursue higher education have a ripple effect on children, grandchildren and other family
members. Going to school becomes a doable and worthy act.
From my work with Puerto Rican adult females in an alternative post-secondary
program, I have Seen the efficacy of providing higher education in a non-threatening,
inclusive environment. I have seen the benefits of such a program reach mothers,
sisters, husbands, and aunts while spiking the awareness of the next generation of
children waiting hungrily for an education.
Even though a firm understanding of multiple causality underlies this look at
why many Puerto Rican women are excluded from higher education in America, I
believe emphatically that an explanation that posits many causes does not exempt me,
or any other educational researcher, from identifying concrete conditions and
configuring real recommendations. It is my hope that in this dissertation I have
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explored with integrity the lived experiences of my participants, Puerto Rican women in
American education.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RESEARCH RELEVANT TO THE STUDY
In order to fully understand the experiences of Puerto Rican women in a nontraditional higher education program, I first review the research on Puerto Rican and
Hispanic females in high school. I think it is important to have as a starting point
possible reasons for the many dismal reports about how Hispanics are currently faring
in our schools and why this may lead to less than acceptable college enrollment.
I go on to look at research on Hispanics in community college because
community college can be a typical next step in pursuing a higher education. I also
look at four-year Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) of higher education and review
research on the educational expectations of minority students. The research in this
chapter is focused on educational attainment for Hispanics, yet it is augmented by
research on poverty, and on older women entering higher education.
These studies use a mix of methods to glean data. Some of the studies are
quantitative and provide valuable statistics. Others are ethnographic and qualitative in
nature, and supply the bumps and texture hidden behind the organizing force of
numbers. One study uses in-depth interviewing from a phenomenological perspective,
the method that I have chosen for this research. A review of existing research lays the
groundwork for my study. Inevitably, the core of this groundwork includes three major
topics: research on minorities (particularly Puerto Ricans), the poor, and women
seeking higher education.
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Review of Existing Empirical Research
There is some research on Puerto Rican women in American schools, but not
much. Research extant on this subject includes surveys, ethnographic studies, and
interviews. It is not a large body of work.
It is important to note that in most studies, Puerto Ricans are subsumed within
the larger Hispanic population. This prevents clear investigation and precludes the
parsing of conditions endemic to Puerto Ricans. There are many factors that influence
our understanding of Puerto Ricans as a distinct group. This grouping of Puerto Ricans
with other Latinos in research is problematic, because issues pertinent to Puerto Rican
school performance are distinct from those of other Latino groups.
Among Latinos, Puerto Ricans are increasingly thought of as an underclass
(Lamberty, & Coll, 1994). According to Jocelyn A. Geliga Vargas (1999) the Latino
community is an “imagined” one, and in fact, mistrust and discrimination imbue interLatino relationships. In other words. Latinos from different cultural backgrounds, like
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans or Nicaraguans may not have as much in common as the
general society imagines they do. Theories of social identity formation (Tajfel, 1978a,
Tajfel, 1978b) indicate the importance of categorization and differentiation as ways that
individuals within a group develop a sense of self With three million Puerto Ricans
living in the United States, a large group with a growing population, it is important to
look at Puerto Ricans as a distinct group within the larger Latino community.
Gender is another facet of self that affects the way students are perceived in the
classroom. Many studies have addressed the issue of gender bias in the classroom.
Research shows that girls are called on less by teachers and discouraged in math and the
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sciences (Sadker, & Sadker, 1994). Puerto Rican women are doubly burdened with the
weight of cultural beliefs that encourage females to adhere to rigidly constricted roles
and to remain submissive and loyal to cultural paradigms (Hidalgo, 1992).
To my knowledge, there is only one other study of Latina students using the
research methodology of in-depth-interviewing. This study, conducted by Carmen
Rolon (1998), is very informative. It focuses on Puerto Rican females attending high
school. One of Rolon’s findings includes the mother’s significance in the educational
motivation of the student. This bears weight because women head 43.9% of Puerto
Rican families living in the United States (Cordero-Guzman, 1997). Rolon’s findings
about the performance of Puerto Rican females in school include the importance of
teachers as strong allies, the view by Puerto Ricans that dropping out is an educational
choice, and the need for better school guidance. I intend to build on these findings by
researching Puerto Rican women returning to school after they have experienced a less
than adequate secondary school career.
As Rolon (1998) points out, Puerto Ricans see dropping out as an educational
choice. Literature on dropouts in the United States consistently shows that Hispanics
have a high dropout rate. While the high school dropout rate has decreased nationally,
Hispanics have not benefited from this educational improvement (Frau-Ramos & Nieto,
1993). In their study on Puerto Rican dropouts in Holyoke, Massachusetts, Frau-Ramos
and Nieto (1993) found, among other implications, that the curriculum does not
motivate Puerto Rican students to learn. Why aren’t Puerto Rican students sparked to
learn in the context of the American classroom? This question begs for an answer.
Americans cannot believe that they fulfill the mandate for equal education through
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public schooling when the census of2000 shows that 43.9% of Hispanic Americans
over the age of twenty-five have not achieved high school graduation (United States
Census Bureau, 2000).
The Center for Research on Women (Wellesley College) has conducted several
studies about Puerto Rican females. One such study includes the use of a “Color of My
Skin” index and a self-esteem scale (Alarcon, et al. 1998). These indices measure
children’s internalized idea of their skin color with their measures of self-esteem. The
findings of this study show that 51% of Puerto Rican children in the sample liked the
color of their skin because it was light. In contrast, 4% liked the color of their skin
because it was dark. It is important to note that second-generation research shows that
Puerto Rican children can still have high esteem if their skin is dark, but the preference
is for lighter skin. Other studies by this organization use ethnographic methods and
interviews, but no in-depth interviews (Alarcon, et al., 1996; Alarc6n, et al., 1998;
Erkut, Marx, Fields, & Sing, 1998,).
Puerto Ricans, as a group, continue to maintain low educational status (Walsh,
1998). By attending to the experience of Puerto Rican females, understanding is gained
about women’s roles in Puerto Rican culture as it effects their education (Hidalgo,
1992). This dissertation offers an opportunity to hear from Puerto Rican women in their
own voices. Their voices add to the body of inquiry on Hispanic education in the
United States and, in an effort to improve school conditions for Hispanic students, their
voices must be heard.
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What the Research Says about Puerto Rican Students in High School
Adolescent Puerto Rican women in the United States often find themselves
awash in an academic milieu that makes staying and thriving in secondary school
difficult. In the year 2000, 28% of all Hispanics 16-24 years of age were high school
drop-outs or push-outs, compared with 7.3% oftvhites, 12.6% of Blacks and 4.3% of
Asians (Flores-Gonzales, 2002). Push-outs are students who are asked to leave by the
schools, but are counted in school drop-out statistics. Issues of poverty, race and
language affect the way Hispanics, including Puerto Ricans, are received and instructed
by the public schools in this country.
The theoretical fi’amework concerning school performance encompasses
reproduction theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976), resistance
theory (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), and structural theories that challenge the concept of
schools as equalizing institutions. In the case of school withdrawal one perspective to
consider is that the school has failed and not the student (Flores-Gonzales 2001; Nieto,
2004) Another perspective may be that schools request that students leave school via
“exclusion” policies, a practice quite popular today, and that these students are
subsequently erroneously grouped statistically with dropouts.
Reproduction theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976)
posits that schools are primarily instruments of the dominant group and therefore seek
to replicate the hierarchical status quo. Recently, I took my niece Anna, a vibrant, funloving seventh grader out to dinner. Anna attends a public school in a supposedly
“forward thinking” community, one where educational policy makers have consistently
fought for equity in education. Anna has just entered the middle school and is thriving.
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She takes Russian, is in a theater group, and is in advanced math. Her comment to me,
over a smoothie and potato skins was, “Aunt Barbara, all the Special Ed.( SPED) kids
are African American. It’s not fair. My two friends wanted to take a language and they
weren’t allowed to.” When I polled several other seventh and eighth graders I was met
with the same response. Most of the SPED kids are minorities and cannot avail
themselves of the rich academic offerings extant in this community. If this is apparent
in a town trying ardently to equalize educational opportunity for all students, what is
happening in towns entrenched in long standing beliefs about the ethnic and racial
poor? Drop out rates and school repulsion flourish in a climate of negativity.
Structural theories of school failure reveal overt tracking for Puerto Rican
students on the basis of ethnicity, race, language and class. (Flores-Gonzales, 2002)
Hispanics are the most undereducated subgroup in our country. For example, in the
state of Massachusetts white students average three times more college prep courses in
high school than minority students. This figure is emblematic of blatantly lower
expectations for minorities on the part of educational administrators in Massachusetts.
Unfortunately, the same scenario is repeated throughout the continental United States.
Taking algebra in eighth grade is a gateway to college preparatory math classes
in high school. Algebra I, an important requirement for college preparedness, is
watered down for minority students (Horn & Nunez, 2000). In addition, course titles
may mislead minority students. In one local high school with a large Puerto Rican
population Algebra I did not cover the same difficult concepts as a course with the same
title in a neighboring town. Course names often do not reflect the watered down nature
of the work and often catch up with students later on.
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Of students whose parents went no fiirther than high school (and this is true for
many Puerto Rican students) only 14% took algebra in eighth grade compared to 34%
of students whose parents were college graduates (Horn and Nunez, 2000). If students
whose parents have graduated high school are aware of what courses their children
should take, then where does that leave the children of the many Puerto Rican
(im)migrants who have not completed high school? They are left without a map to
college.
In a study on high school curriculum and family background (Olivas, 1986),
disproportionate numbers of minority or lower class children were enrolled in non¬
college prep courses. It has been shown repeatedly that Hispanic youth are more
educationally disadvantaged than non-Hispanic whites (Olivas, 1986). Black and
Hispanic students are, on average, less well prepared for post secondary education
(Vemez & Mizell, 2001). Also, research has shown that minorities are over represented
among General Education Development Test (GED) examinees (Koretz, Lewis ,De
Silets, 1990). At a time when it has become clear that more than a high school diploma
is needed for even a moderately selective college, how can Hispanic students compete?
Why would the educational community choose to be selective about informing and
educating students about ways to improve their lives?
It should not be overlooked that there are many community organizations across
this country doing wonderful work in college advisement, tutoring, SAT preparedness,
and providing pathways to passing the General Education Development certificate
(GED) for immigrants, poor people and minorities. However, these programs are scant.
In addition, there are some programs operating in high schools to help better prepare
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Hispanic students for college. The high school Puente project in California is one such
program serving 38 colleges and 18 high schools in the state. The program provides
counselors who ensure that students are enrolled in college prep courses. Parents are
drafted as allies in support of their children’s schoolwork. Outcomes have shown
Puente students to be significantly better prepared for college work. The complexity of
such program studies deem it difficult to ascertain what part the selection process has in
student success. However, it is clear that this and other programs, such as Gear-Up and
Upward Bound, show promise. (United States Department of Education, 1999, April)
When large numbers of students are locked out of the prerequisites necessary to
pursue a higher education they cannot reach high educational attainment. This affects
the abihty to earn a living wage. Of all groups of Hispanics, Puerto Ricans remain
among the poorest (Tapia, 1998). If it has been proven that educational achievement
becomes the best predictor of social mobility over the course of our lives, how can we
view these data? Our gaze must be fixed on the inequity in education experienced by
poor minorities and the necessity for ameliorating these conditions for parents and
children.

Research about the Conditions and Educational Hopes of Poor Minorities
Poor Hispanic males and females place greater faith in a college education as the
main component of getting a job and improving their lives than Anglo-Americans.
Research shows that 6.9% of Hispanic women who have completed college earn an
average of $500,000 more during their working lives. College graduates are less likely
to commit crimes and far less likely to be unemployed than high school graduates. Yet
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even with these factors firmly established, the rate of minority enrollment in college has
increased only gradually, up fi-om 3.5% in 1976 to 4.8% in 1994 (Jackson, 2002).
Once poor minority students leave high school what opportunities are they given
to re-enter the academy, continue their education and improve their lives? Many
minority students that leave high school are single mothers. A child living in a single
mother household can expect to have ten times the chance of growing up in poverty and
twice the chance of failing in school. Among female-headed Hispanic families 72% of
children under 6 live in poverty (Holyfield, 2002). Studies have shown that poor
children have slower than average cognitive development, poorer health, and less
chance of being read to by an adult (Chase-Lansdale & Brooks-Gunn, 1995).
It is, however, crucial to maintain a critical perspective when examining these
data. This does not lead to the conclusion that poor single parents do not adequately
care for their children. Societal conditions force poor, single mothers to work for less
than a living wage and the concomitant stress on the family leads to a paucity of
educational support in both the home and community. Cuts to welfare programs slim
the possibility of single welfare mothers’ returning to school. When Aid to Dependent
Children was started in the 1930s it was universally acknowledged that an adult should
be in the home to nurture the children. This is no longer the case. Nurturing children
has become a class issue. If you can do so, it is perceived as good for them. If not, then
apparently it doesn’t matter (Holyfield, 2002). Can we toss away children from lowincome families and still maintain a strong, healthy society?
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What the Research Savs about Women and
Minorities in Higher Education
Women have now outpaced men in earning associate’s and bachelor’s degrees.
(United States Department of Education, 2000). The expansion in numbers of both
minority students and women in higher education runs parallel to the repeated
complaint that college curricula are “dumbed down”. For example, in the U.K. mass
education has enabled far more women (more than 50% of college enrollees) to enter
post secondary schools and yet the parity achieved by both female and minority entrants
is often viewed as a problem of lowered standards (Anderson & Williams, 2001).
While college students’ writing skills in this country have been increasingly thought of
as inferior to past undergraduate students, it is necessary to look at the changing
dynamics of language within the social and educational climate created by the
computer, technology and the media. These factors are outside the scope of this study,
but it is my belief that, a critical lens should be used when talk of eroding standards is
subliminally equated with the larger numbers of women and minorities in higher
education.
Janet Parr’s study (2000) of women re-entering education indicates that
returning to learning for the mature woman is as much about identity as it is about
probable increase in wages. Parr also found that traumatic experiences were prevalent
among many of the women in her study and that continuing education was seen as a
“life raft.” In a study on gender identity in the transition to higher education. Sue Webb
(1997) found that more than life experiences, such as illness or divorce, student’s
attitudes about re-entering school proved most salient. Webb discovered in her
interview and questionnaire data that women fell into one of three categories in their
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thinking about their ability to succeed in higher education. Women either felt access
had been denied to them, that their potential was untapped, or that they had wasted their
own potential.
It is crucial to provide postsecondary education to low-income single mothers
and this action should be construed as a truly democratic project (Adair, 2001). Studies
on women returning to higher education illuminate the experiences of Puerto Rican
female students accessing post secondary education. Single Puerto Rican heads-ofhousehold can clearly use a “life raft” and enhanced identity can only benefit the Puerto
Rican family as a whole. Most poor single mothers cite lack of transportation and
childcare as reasons why they must leave school (Adair, 2001). As Adair and others
have shown, educators need to create pathways of entry for these types of students. Not
many such programs exist.
The statistics concerning Hispanics fi*om different countries of origin and their
rate of college completion clearly show Mexican and Puerto Rican degree holders at
two to three times lower than other Hispanics. If this trend continues over the next
decade the gap for educational attainment between Hispanics and other racial/ethnic
groups will grow exponentially. The United States economy and social climate are
currently affected by stalled educational progress for Hispanics in thel990s. As a group
they have lost ground in relation to other ethnicities.
Most people believe that community colleges serve minority students in this
country. In reality, of all associate’s degrees conferred in the year 1999 to 2000, over
two-thirds went to white students and 21% to minorities. In addition, only 7.7% of the
associate’s degrees earned went to Hispanics. As a nation we flounder in the single
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digits with this statistic, clearly not an impressive result. White non-Hispanics received
76.7% of the associate’s degrees granted in this country as we advanced into the 21^
century. When we look at the numbers of those earning Bachelor’s, Master’s and
Doctoral degrees, the percentage of whites goes up as the level of degree rises and the
percentage of Hispanics earning advanced degrees goes down. Hispanics earned fewer
advanced degrees than Black, non-Hispanics and Asian or Pacific Islanders. (United
States Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement,

2000).
The majority of Hispanics are educated in the following five states listed in
order of most population to least: California, Texas, New York, Florida, and Illinois.
Economically these states shoulder the burden of educating the burgeoning population
of Hispanics in the United States. This has implications for tax revenue and public
expenditures in these states (Vemez & Mizell, 2001)
If Hispanics are losing ground educationally, then what types of programs might
ameliorate this state of affairs? I propose to look at Puerto Rican women in an
alternative higher education program. New Roads to College, to see whether ground is
gained by their attending such a course. I am most interested in hearing fi’om the
participants in this study, in their own voices, about how they have experienced this
program.

Research about the Poor in the United States
The poor are placed in a negative context in a capitalist society. They not only
cope with poor physical living conditions and social isolation, but with psychological
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impotence (Illich, 1970) The needs of the poor are conceptualized in institutionalized
terms. Operations which aid them are dubbed “delivery systems.” The government or
ruling class is seen as “providers of treatment.” These phrases disenfranchise the
underclass and deem them helpless stereotyped subjects in need of care. Vivian Adair
(2001) found when students suffer a prolonged threat of being stereotyped in school
they will divest themselves from the domain. They will drop out. Sennet and Cobb
(1972) echo this idea when they emphasize that by not belonging to society it becomes
powerless to hurt you. Dropping out develops into an empowering option.
Wilson (1987, 1999) claims that the American dream is now more difficult to
attain and that the poor in this country are disproportionately minorities in urban
ghettos. Wilson eschews the idea of a “culture of poverty” as popularized by Lewis
(1966) because this type of thinking places the onus on individual attributes and not the
economic and social structure. It is most important and will have the most efficacy,
according to Wilson, if white. Black, Asian and Native American poor people try to
solve their economic problems as a cohesive whole.
Aside from the social stigma of being poor there exists the reality of material
obstacles preventing the poor from going to college. A report of the Advisory
Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2002) found that nearly half of all collegequalified low and moderate income students could not attend college due to financial
barriers. This number topped off at 400,00 in 2002 and will pyramid to 4.4 million by
the end of the decade. This does not count students who are qualified to begin at a
community college but cannot attend due to lack of finances. The report also found that
while a generation ago students could work their way through college successfully, the
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cost of doing so now makes it difficult for students to persist in college. Working
reduces the little grant money available thereby raising financial barriers higher. Lastly,
this report found that the pipeline to college is clearly delineated by several factors,
including: having educational expectations in middle school or earlier, making college
plans in high school, testing for college admission, and persisting to degree completion.
The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance stresses the
relationship between education and national productivity, but more importantly and in
line with this dissertation, the report makes strong mention of education yielding a more
informed democracy. One research question in this dissertation asks, what do adult
Puerto Rican women experience when accessing “education for life,” as opposed to
occupational training? “Education for life” can also be thought of as lifelong learning.
The concept of “education for life” is understood here to be intimately tied to
democracy and participatory citizenship. Where can Puerto Rican students, at the
bottom of the economic and social ladder, find opportunities in this crisis of
democracy’s promise?

Free or Low-Cost College and Non-Credit Learning
There is a conduit for learning that originated in the 1960s, known as The Free
University, which differs from college in as much as it offers non-credit courses to the
general public with the belief that “anyone can teach, anyone can learn.” (Draves,p. 16,)
The first fi'ee university was established at the University of California Berkeley in
1964. In his book The Free University, Bill Draves (1980) concludes that low income
and minority communities lack educational opportunities not only for children but there
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is a greater disparity between educational opportunities for adults in these communities
as opposed to those serving white middle class people in America. However, while
non-credit granting learning is productive and life enhancing, the relationship between
an advanced educational degree and improved earning potential cannot be ignored.
Puerto Rican women trying to advance careers and widen their educational scope do not
have the luxury to avail themselves of non-credit courses.

Post-Secondary Degree Programs for Low Income Minorities
When it comes to serving low income minorities in degree and credit granting
programs The City University of New York (CUNY) is the largest grantor of degrees
for African-Americans and Latinos in the United States. It has also graduated more
Puerto Ricans with college degrees than any institution outsideof Puerto Rico. (Canino,
1993). This university was one of the first experiments in a Free Academy in 1849 and
was meant to serve the urban poor. The notion that learning could be controlled by the
popular will as opposed to the privileged few was the bedrock of the CUNY mission.
While there have been many gains over the past twenty years, there have been
substantial losses to the current minority community served by CUNY. The majority of
this student body is comprised of Latinos, Blacks and Asians. (Rodriguez, & BosquePerez, 1994). At a time when CUNY’s most vulnerable and poor students are in need
of financial assistance educational costs have soared. Financial aid has shifted from
grants to loans, class size is larger, and fewer class sections are available in required
courses. This scenario is replicated in state and city universities all across our nation.
These institutions are often the only places that lower class and minority students can
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seek an education. I think it is salient that in the 1990s New York State gave more
money to prisons than to education.
Centro de Estudios Puertorriquenos of Hunter College, the Puerto Rican
research component of the City University of New York, claims that success in college
is closely linked to family income. Puerto Ricans do not typically come from families
with large amounts of disposable income. However, tuition scholarships for students in
New York City’s college system (where more poor people live) are only one sixth of
the scholarships for students in the state system, where more students come from
families that can afford to send them away (Rodriguez, & Bosque-Perez, 1994). I speak
liberally here about New York State because it has one of the largest concentrations of
Puerto Rican higher education students outside of Puerto Rico. These trends I refer to
also exist in other states with large Puerto Rican populations. If these conditions
preclude large scale Puerto Rican enrollment in higher education programs, then where
can Puerto Rican students go for an education?

Community Colleges
Community College is often an important bridge to a Bachelor’s degree and
further professional education for minority students. Or is it? A long-standing debate
continues in academic circles about whether community colleges place too much
emphasis on vocational and career training, thereby discouraging advanced academic
work. In a study on improving teaching and educational quality in community colleges,
Seidman (1985) found conflicting attitudes among faculty about whether a vocational or
a liberal arts education suits community college students best. This division in the
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community college curriculum can be seen as a reflection of the larger society that often
offers training to the poor and rigorous academic work to the upper classes.
In a series of in-depth qualitative phenomenological interviews concerning the
work of the community college Seidman (1985) found that a dichotomy exists between
“education” and “training” for the associate’s degree. However, most community
college teachers in this study acknowledged that even when students are given
vocational training, they have to improve their reading and writing or risk remaining at
low level jobs anyway. Seidman’s research points to a dichotomy between “education”
and “training” and the need for rapprochement for community college students.
A primary mission of community college is to provide low cost, easy access to
college for low income and inadequately prepared high school graduates (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2001). While approximately one-third of college
students attend two-year institutions, more than half of all Hispanic and Native
American students pursue degrees at community colleges (NCES, 2001). Does this
mean that the trend toward emphasizing vocational training in community colleges may
be limiting opportunity for educational growth in the communities with the largest
number among them in these post secondary institutions?
In addition, studies have found that two-year colleges divert students from
pursuing a four-year degree (Bradburn & Hurst, 2002). Studies have shown that
students who attend community colleges tend to come from low socioeconomic
backgrounds and are more likely to drop out (Olivas, 1986).
It is important to realize that many students who enter community college do not
aspire to a four-year college degree, and therefore, the blame for lack of transfer to a
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baccalaureate program does not solely rest on the ethos of the community college.
Factors such as student Socio-Economic Status (SES), age, generational status and
ethnic/racial background all play a role in community college transfer (Bradburn &
Hurst, 2002). In terms of generational status, first-generation college-bound students
were less likely to be enrolled continuously or to persist in obtaining degrees fi'om two
or four year colleges than students whose parents had completed college (Warburton,
Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001). Surprisingly, one way that students may be held back in
college comes from the administration of remedial courses.

Research on the Effect of Remedial Courses in
College and Community College
A study on postsecondary persistence and progress in college shows that being
assigned to two or more remedial courses is associated with a lower likelihood of
degree completion. The study also found that 24 percent more students in community
college than those in a four-year college were assigned to two or more remedial courses.
(NCES, 2001). Incidentally, enrollment in remedial courses in two or four-year
colleges does not usually count toward the completed degree. Community colleges that
admit students in need of remediation and financial aid will pay for these courses
(examples are Holyoke Community College in Massachusetts and Hostos Community
College in New York, both primarily Hispanic Serving Institutions). However, no
college credit is given for remedial courses and students often get stuck in remediation.
These students are less likely to complete a Bachelors degree when they transfer fi-om a
two to a four-year institution.
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Alternative Higher Education Programs
Another way for poor Hispanic women to enroll in higher education programs
might be to provide these programs within their own communities, thereby lessening
transportation problems. For the poor, transport issues are key to impeding efforts in
pursuing education. Not many such alternative programs exist. Access and enrollment
in alternative college programs fails when the target group’s need is unrecognized,
information about the program is poorly articulated, and support services are not there
(Miller, 1981). In terms of the way that content areas are taught, adults who have failed
once in traditional school settings need alternative presentations to succeed in school.
Often adults returning to school assume that teachers expect submissive behavior in the
classroom. These students are not conversant with dialectical learning (Jarvis, 1985).
In planning non-traditional programs coordinators need to focus on the difference
between grades and credit. Unlike traditional programs where grades vary, nontraditional programs may vary in the actual aweirding of credit while not assigning
grades at all. As I write this in 2004, state budgets and educational support programs
for the poor have been drastically reduced. Therefore, the opportunity for those
traditionally barred from higher education has shrunk instead of burgeoned. This
affects not only the lives of the ethnic poor and their families, but the strength of the
nation’s labor pool and the weight of its fiiture social burden.

Conceptualization of this Dissertation Study
Conceptual models are organizing tools for looking at behavior in a specific
context. These models are guided by theory. Resistance theory, social identity theory.
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thoughts on colonized people, and bilingual education theory guide the conceptual
model for my study. The following conceptual model (Table 2.1) helped me to design
my study by narrowing my research questions and limiting the scope of my
investigation. As stated earlier, I believe that many causes converge to produce
inadequate school results for Puerto Rican women. By employing a conceptual model,
starting with an endpoint, I will look at “a small part of the causal web.” (Earp & Ennet,
1991, p. 166). The following conceptualization is an organizing tool that helped me in
thinking about the sample questions I asked and how I analyzed the data.
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CHAPTERS

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

Introduction
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the experiences of Puerto Rican
women who are accessing higher education in a non-traditional bridge-to-college
program. I attempt to fully understand the sense of the problems and possibilities that
Puerto Rican women face when accessing higher education. I share their reflections on
their educational pasts, and the meaning that they make of these lived experiences. To
accomplish this I have chosen in-depth phenomenological interviewing as my research
methodology (Seidman, 1998).
The research reviewed in Chapter Two substantiates the high drop out rate for
Puerto Rican students in United States high schools. Studies related in Chapter Two
also explore conditions for Hispanic and Puerto Rican students in community college,
which is a popular conduit for advancing education within this population. The review
of the research in Chapter Two paints a foundational picture of why Hispanic and
Puerto Rican students are behind other groups in their educational achievement. It
situates them in the American higher education landscape.

Rationale for Choosing a Qualitative Method of Research
Many factors influenced my choosing qualitative research for this dissertation.
This type of naturalistic inquiry requires what Guba and Lincoln (1985) refer to as the
ability of the researcher to give the listener or reader the sense of having been present.
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It is my belief that the voices of the participants in this type of narrative research yield a
rich description that honors the complexity of their humanity (Rossman, & Rallis, 1998;
Rubin, & Rubin, 1995). In a true sense, I invite them to be “fellow researchers.” I do
not believe that an understanding of educational problems can be reached solely by
quantifying scholastic results. Where are the people in these numbers? Do these
numbers go beyond or beneath accentuating dismal outcomes? Is there something to be
discovered within the human dimension of the Puerto Rican woman’s school
experience?
Qualitative research accepts that the phrase “human science” is somewhat
oxymoronic. There are many in the research community that would roundly disagree.
They might insist on “clean” samples and encourage reliance on “objectivity.” But,
many important thinkers believe that it is not possible to transcend human subjectivity
(Sartre, 1998). In-depth phenomenological interviewing meets humans where they are
naturally engaged in their worlds (Van Manen, 1990). The research does not occur in a
laboratory setting. Another salient feature of in-depth phenomenological interviewing
is that the researcher is present when collecting data to note the way the participant
presents herself (Marshall, 1981). This has a benefit over surveys and other types of
research where sentences can appear stark and there is no heartbeat beneath the words.
In-depth phenomenological interviewing is one approach to interviewing
(Seidman 1998). I believe that in-depth interviewing from a phenomenological
perspective is a qualitative method of research that acknowledges human complexity by
placing the interviewee at the core of its mission. The meaning that participants make
of their experiences is central to the researcher’s understanding. The constitutive parts
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of the students’ experiences are exposed and explained by their own reconstruction and
reflection. When I ask myself how best to find out about the Puerto Rican female
experience in a non-traditional higher education setting, the most fitting answer I come
up with is to ask them directly. (Seidman, 1998; Merleau-Ponty 1962).
If researchers and educators move away from conceptualizing people as objects
that can be easily categorized then qualitative research, and in-depth interviewing in
particular, can provide a well-oiled vehicle for the investigative journey. In some ways,
the idea of interviewing people and recording their stories has a folkloric elegance that
humankind has always relied on. In stories, truth emerges. In the delineated details of
our lives an overall picture crystallizes.

In-Depth Interviewing fi-pm a Phenomenological Perspective
A preoccupation with method is in some ways antithetical to human science
scholarship (Van Manen, 1990). We can explain nature, but human life must be
understood (Dilthey, 1976). The difference between explaining and understanding is
germane to my choice of research methodology. Perhaps, to explain is to represent or
externalize another person’s experience in some fashion. To understand is an attempt to
venture inside another’s terrain yet not necessarily emerge with an ideation that
statically characterizes who they are. This type of research is, for me, a caring act.
Phenomenology is a “theory of the unique” (Van Manen, 1990). It is my belief that
every person is a “unique” and sentient being.
According to Schutz (1967) if one’s purpose is to get at someone’s experience, the
only way is to ask him or her. Schutz refers to this as “subjective understanding.” This
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method is key to discovering what is not observable, in this case feelings, intentions and
thoughts (Patton, 2002). This is the essence of what I am after; hearing Puerto Rican
women tell, in their own voices, the story of their school experience. “In-depth
interviewing encourages people to reconstruct their experience actively within the
context of their lives,” (Seidman, 1998, p.8). The “context” of one’s life must include
the social and familial frame within which these individual stories resonate. My
research questions are designed to get at the way Puerto Rican females view a nontraditional higher education program. The integrity of their personhood is, I believe,
embedded in the search through their experience. I listened carefully to their individual
stories in an effort to understand the structural connections underlying these complex
human tales.

In-Depth Phenomenological Interviewing Allows for Multiple Perspectives
Harold Brodkey, a white, Jewish, middle class writer said at the end of his
journey to death from AIDS, “I should do a riff on the issues of social class as they
combine with passionate belief and self-definition, a cadenza about those people who
insist categorically that they, not society, not fixed notions, will define who they are.”
(Brodkey, 1996, p. 175) (emphasis mine). Like Brodkey, I look at my participants
from multiple perspectives, not from societal norms or fixed notions. There are many
qualities that define the women I interviewed. These qualifies are not limited to ethnic
identity, native language, or race. I believe that in-depth interviewing from a
phenomenological perspective affords this type of multi-dimensional inquiry. Because
narratives are imparted and recorded in-depth a unique constellation of representative
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experiences present themselves to the researcher. People cannot be compared,
classified, accounted for or replaced. All narratives are different. “Fixed notions” don’t
explain the fluidity of lives lived (Van Manen, 1990). There are always new
discoveries to be made.

Pilot Work
Before embarking on this dissertation I did a pilot study on the experiences of
three adolescent Puerto Rican females in and out of mainland American schools
(Tramonte, 2002). While I have learned enormously from students of high school age, I
have come to believe that women in a non-traditional higher education program can
illuminate recursive questions plaguing educators about Puerto Rican women in our
education system. This has led me to focus on older students between the ages of 19 and
62. Their stories are festooned with rich experiences complimented by the gift of time.
In the following pages I describe how I selected and contacted my participants. I
also explain my research design and approach, including an explication of the interview
process. I briefly describe New Roads to College and discuss analytical methods, ethical
considerations, and the trustworthiness of this study.

Selection of Participants for this Dissertation Study
In this dissertation, I explore the educational experiences of adult female Puerto
Rican students who have, for the most part, fallen below their own academic
expectation and have not enjoyed the opportunities offered in a free society for
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advancement via education. For this study I selected participants who were enrollees in
a non-traditional higher education program. New Roads to College.
The selection of my participants reflects maximum variation sampling, a design
decision that can yield important shared patterns from a small sample of diverse
subjects (Patton, 2002). By this I mean that the ages, sexual orientation, marital status,
skin color, and childbearing positions of these women varied. This type of sampling
allows me to search for negative cases (i.e., cases that don’t fit in the patterns), an
important balancing tool. The sixteen participants that I interviewed all attended New
Roads to College, an international, alternative college program for the poor. I served as
a writing teacher to all participants in this study. All of them attended a branch of the
program located in a Northeast city.
Ages of participants varied. One participant was 63, one was 52, five were in
their 40s, three in their 30s, three in their 20s, and three in their late teens. Participants’
marital status and sexual orientation ranged from eight married, one living with a
heterosexual partner, five single, and two women living with lesbian partners. Fourteen
participants are parents. Two are childless. Two participants in this study, Luz (35) and
Aisha (19), are mother and daughter respectively. Nine participants were bom in Puerto
Rico or spent more than one year of their K - 12 school years there. Ten have Spanish
as their first language.
Research has shown that skin color and racial identity are key factors in United
States school adjustment and success (Alarcon, et al., 1998, Alcofif, 2000, Allen, 1994,
Bartolome & Macedo, 1997, Jackson & Wijeyesinghe, 2001). Not one of my
participants identified themselves as white or Black, although each made reference to
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the fact that their skin color alone might indicate that they belonged to either of these
racial groups. All of my participants identified themselves as Puerto Rican/Latina when
asked what race they were. Some of the participants have light complexions while
others have dark skin. Several of the participants had their first child when they were
between fifteen and seventeen. I chose at least one participant who is childless.
Some participants spoke English as a first language, some Spanish. The
participants were selected to reflect varying degrees of bilingualism. This bilingualism
ran the gamut fi-om oral and written fluency in both languages (Spanish and English) to
some oral fluency in one language and complete fluency in the other. All interviews
were conducted in English.
The majority of these women have never known satisfaction in school. Most of
them hold out hope that life can offer them more. They attend school with great
personal difficulty, sacrifice, and sometimes with family opposition.
Many of the women I interviewed suffered fi'om the added burden of abject
poverty in an era of stringent welfare reform. Some did not have husbands or
significant others helping them to raise their families. They did not have enough money
for day care, medicine, mental health assistance, or books. The pool of participants I
selected is entirely of Puerto Rican heritage because I wish to make a contribution to the
understanding of Puerto Ricans in United States schools. By Puerto Rican heritage, I
mean at least one parent is or was Puerto Rican. I believe there is an urgent need for
school improvement for Puerto Rican students. By keeping my selection narrowed to
Puerto Rican women I hope to understand their experiences in ways that may be

67

particular to them, yet may also shed light on other poor minorities in American
schools.

Gaining Access to Participants for this Study
Gaining access to students was not difficult. I am a writing instructor in the
New Roads to College program and am a member of the board of directors at the
institution that houses the program. I taught writing to all of the participants in this
study. When I contacted several of the interviewees they were excited to be a part of
the project. One student, Sylvia, said over the phone to me,
Nobody ever wants to hear what I have to say. Fm so wrapped up taking
care of everybody. I watch my daughter’s baby... my sister’s kids... her
husband’s in lock up.. .Nobody ever stops to ask how I am, what I want.

The Interviews
In-depth interviewing from a phenomenological perspective consists of three
ninety-minute in-depth interviews with each participant. The length and repetition of
the interviews lends itself to an in-depth analysis, as opposed to information gleaned
from surveys, pre-packaged questionnaires, or shorter interviews. These other methods
of gathering data have great merit, but I feel that the method I have chosen provides
context for the participants’ behavior and, in this case, leads to fuller meaning. The
interviewing process that I used is iterative and builds upon itself The interviews were
not structured and did not have set questions. I refined and redefined questions as I
gained insight from each student. Interview questions built on feedback from
participants during the interview process.
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The interviews took place in schools, student’s homes, or any other venue that
afforded privacy. I tape-recorded and transcribed the interviews in English. For the
most part, I did not take extensive notes during the interviews. However, I note key
phrases and body language as they apply to my understanding of the participants’
stories. Participants have access to the transcripts and are free to edit any part of the
transcription that they felt did not represent them with integrity.
The interviews were held approximately one week apart giving participants time
to “mull over the preceding interview” (Seidman, 1998, p.l4) but still provide enough
time to feel connected to the following two.
The first interview focused on the life experiences of the students within the
context of their education. I asked them to tell me about their upbringing, their early
school experiences, and their families of origin. They were called upon to remember
what their relationship to learning and school was like and how they felt throughout
their education. This interview encouraged participants to develop a photograph of
their life history. In their telling is an unconscious selection of elements that they
include in the picture. This picture becomes the biographical context of their later
reflections.
The second interview explored what it is like to be a student in a college level
humanities program. I asked, “What is a typical day like when you attend New Roads
to College? How does it feel to be reading and discussing literature and philosophy in a
college seminar type atmosphere? What are your teachers and fellow students like?
What are the details of your experience in the course?”
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The third interview asked students to make meaning of the experiences
described in the preceding two interviews. Participants were asked to reflect on their
understanding of their schoolwork.
In-depth interviewing from a phenomenological perspective encourages context
by virtue of the length of the interviews, successive visits, and biographical history in
which the interviews are framed. It embraces that which is unique (humans) in a
thoughtful way. According to Merleau-Ponty (1973), phenomenology is like poetry in
its attempt to evoke an incantative telling with an original emphasis.
As a poet and writer myself, this method of research “sings” to me. It enables
me to humanize an act (research) that might formerly have appeared to have anti-human
features.

New Roads to College: An Alternative Program for the Ethnic Poor
As stated earlier, the Puerto Rican students that I studied attended an alternative
college credit-granting program. New Roads to College is a proponent of dialectical
learning and it emphasizes the humanities. Community and technical colleges in many
states do have programs that award a diploma after one year’s duration, but these
programs do not usually emphasize the liberal arts.
Because I was unable to find any studies on alternative, bridge-to-college
programs for the ethnic poor, I believe that my study will add to the literature on
educating Hispanics, poor people, and women.
New Roads to College is a rigorous university level program that grants college
credit to the poor. The mission of this course is to arm students via study of the
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humanities with knowledge and skill in reflecting and negotiating. Cicero said that,
“Men are bom for each other ” (Cicero in Shorris, 2000, p.32) meaning that politics is
natural to human beings, and that people can only affect their lives if they can escape
the necessity for survival that poverty imposes. Most theorists and government officials
in the past have seen vocational training for the poor as the solution to their poverty,
and have reserved the liberal arts for the elite. However, perhaps by studying
philosophy, art history, literature, history, and writing these students will fully enter
public life and the promise of democracy can be theirs. New Roads to College was
started in the autumn of 1999 with 400 students living in various cities throughout the
United States. It is driven by the concept that poor people need access to the public
world so that they can participate fully in democracy. This idea is inspired by the
Socratic idea of living an engaged life. To live an engaged life one must study
philosophy, literature, history, art history and writing - in short, the humanities. The
notion of linking the humanities to democracy is loosely connected to the Athenian idea
of the philosopher-citizen.
In other words, in ancient Greece, the cradle of democracy, fi'eedom and thought
were symbiotic. This concept in no way devalues close family and cultural ties as an
expression of an engaged life. However, this line of thinking makes a case for
distinguishing between “education” and “training” and encourages educators to
consider the meaning and application of the two.
New Roads to College differs from most other educational efforts for the poor
because its emphasis is on the humanities and reflective thinking, and not on training.
The program adheres to the concept that rigor in thinking “demonstrates respect for the
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humanity of the students” (Shorris, pl62) and that students are fully capable of doing
the work.
Special attention is given to the needs of the students and barriers to thenattendance are reduced. This comes in the form of free textbooks, no tuition, free
childcare at some sites, and free transportation. Even with this assistance the problems
of single poor parents are sometimes insurmountable. These problems materialize in
the form of illness, eviction from apartments, addictions, and other calamities. The
course is specifically slated for the homeless, those living in poverty, and people on
welfare. Any one of these types of economic conditions is generally accompanied by
social and physical problems due to stress and lack of resources.
The founders of New Roads to College believe that the poor are kept in the “role
of the meek” (Shorris, 2000, p. 9) because education in the humanities is kept beyond
their reach. The classroom is a place for dialogue and this dialogue takes place in the
space between persons, or the political space. The philosophy inherent in New Roads to
College is to bring poor people into the dialogic space. Living “in poverty is to live
according to the rules of force, which push people out of the free space of public life
into the private concerns of mere survival.” (Shorris, 2000, p32)
In regard to course content critics may contend that on the flip side of this type
of program for the poor, which generally attracts Hispanics and people of color, is the
glaring fact that the program is western European in content and culturally irrelevant to
the population it serves. For the purposes of this paper I will not enter into debate about
these tenets, but I will say that in the writing, literature, history and art history
components of the course in which I teach Latino and Black narratives are studied. The
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philosophy course for the most part is rooted in the founding ideas of western
civilization. Students in the Yucatan New Roads to College program read Mayan
classical literature. In Seattle, the philosophy course was changed from logic to critical
thinking. In general, the academic rigor is high, but room for course design is generous,
and teachers and directors fight to keep attrition low.
Students must apply to get into the program via an interview and an essay. They
must meet the low-income criteria. At the site in which I teach we have graduated
approximately 15 students each year. There are five sites in New England, several in
New York, one in a remote village of the Yucatan, another in central Mexico and sites
all over the United States. The only literature published about a program like this is
“Riches for the Poor’’ by Earl Shorris, (2000), which I have here made extensive use of
in explaining the origins and meaning of this type of course.

The Study
It is my intention to illuminate the ways in which an equitable, demanding
educational course impacts the lives of sixteen Puerto Rican women actively enrolled in
a non-traditional higher education program. While this is not a study of New Roads to
College, it is a study of Puerto Rican women who have availed themselves of its
offerings. While New Roads to College may prepare students for higher education, it is
a humanities program that is understood to grant wider benefits than career track
training. It is designed to lead a participant to a civic life and a life of reflection.
Most of the people enrolled in the course, at all sites around the nation, have had
little prior school success. Very little research on the attempts of Puerto Rican women

73

to obtain a higher education exists. This is why I believe my study will make a
contribution to the literature. There are little data on the efficacy of bridge programs for
students of post secondary school age who have not succeeded in traditional school
settings. I think that interviewing Puerto Rican women in a rigorous university level
program will point to ways that educators can improve and support such programs, if
we are to believe that these programs do, in fact, improve the lives of students.

Data Analysis
As experienced in my pilot study, I discovered patterns or themes that helped me
to understand the experiences of these women. Categories arose from themes that I
marked. Once themes emerge, I flagged them for consideration. All data, and
subsequent themes, are in the words of the participants. I coded themes by hand, a
process that has worked well for me in my past research
I edited the transcripts and used ellipses to omit repetitious material and material
that did not flow with the gist of a passage. I also omitted material that I felt was not
fair to the participant, or misrepresented her in some way. Often in oral speech
unnecessary words are included. In the written version, I omitted some of these words
for the sake of clarity and rhythm.
It is my hope that the words of these Puerto Rican women, who for the most part
have never known school success, will prompt an understanding of why this has been so
and point to a direction for change. Like Whitman I embrace my connectedness to
others believing that, “What I assume you shall assume/ for every atom belonging to me
as good belongs to you.” My training and predilection as a poet lend themselves to a
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high tolerance for paradox and ambiguity. I understand the idiosyncrasies of people’s
lives and make no attempt to situate their behavior outside of the context in which they
live.

Ethical Considerations
I supplied each participant with an informed consent form protecting their
anonymity and granting them the right to review tapes and transcripts and make
decisions regarding what could or could not be included in the final version of this
study (See Appendix C). This process is called member checking. To protect my
participants, I used pseudonyms instead of real names. Places and program names
remain obscured or unidentified.
In terms of reciprocity, I believe the interviewee gains from being heard and
listened to. In the case of one of my interviewees, I reciprocated by taking her three
year old to the library and by supplying books for the family. For those of my
interviewees who are mothers I brought children’s books for their children (review
copies that I receive for free).

Trustworthiness
Qualitative research relies on credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability to constitute trustworthiness (Lincoln & Cuba, 1985; Marshall &
Rossman, 1999). Because the human world is not perfect, I believe that calibrated
instruments cannot measure activities enacted by people. The fact that I, the instrument
of interpretation in this study, am imperfect, lends itself to an all important human
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response and analysis of the data. In this type of study trustworthiness comes from the
researcher’s acknowledgement of his or her own bias (Marshall, 2001).
Several features of this research study add to its trustworthiness. First, the fact
that there is prolonged engagement with participants makes for a more accurate
portrayal. I also used peer debriefers, and member checking among participants.
The interviews with each participant took place over a three or four week period.
Lincoln and Cuba (1985) speak of prolonged engagement as a means for promoting
trustworthiness. I did not make a long ethnographic study. However, the method of
interviewing that I chose, in-depth phenomenological interviewing, allows for four and
a half hours over a three or four week interval. The length of the interviews engenders
rich description within established context. The spacing of the interviews encourages
checks for internal consistency. Because each interview took place within a maximum
of six or seven days of the last, the flow and recall of data permeated and informed
successive visits. I believe that qualitative research in general and in-depth
interviewing specifically furnishes data that constructs a balance between contending
forces. I do not assume a position of neutrality. It is balance that I seek and hope to
find.
To further ensure trustworthiness I enlisted the support of two peer debriefers.
These two women, who have been in a doctoral support program with me for the last
two years, looked over my work. I believe them both to be sharp critical thinkers and
trust that their reflections added to the honesty and fairness of my study. My peer
debriefers checked for consistency, reviewed transcripts when necessary, and advised
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whether my themes made sense. They were critical respondents to my work, checking
my biases and discussing data analysis with me.

Mv Role
I am drawn to the experiences of Puerto Rican women accessing higher
education in a non-traditional program because I am a woman and mother who has
struggled to get through college and actualize my potential. I know the heartbreaking
barriers that stand in the way for most women when they want to realize their individual
dreams. Women are primary caregivers and, if the race is to go on, women will have to
figure out ways to balance their own desires with the need and desire to make a larger
contribution to society. It is often difficult for women, especially single mothers, to
pursue serious work without aid because of the high volume demands of their children.
There were no major obstacles to my gaining entry to the setting and subjects I
studied. My personal biography includes many years of intensive interaction with
adolescents and adults in multicultural educational settings. My job history has been
diverse, including owning a bookstore for a decade in New York City, teaching K-12,
being a poet-in-residence in both public and private schools and, reviewing and
delivering lectures and workshops about children’s books and adolescent literature. I
have worked for many years in poor, urban environments and have an understanding
and comfort level concerning the d5mamics of these areas. I also have a long history of
close relationships with members of a Puerto Rican family and have been involved in
the education of the children in this family (the Cruz family in Brooklyn).
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For the last five years I have taught at an all-female school in a city where the
population is largely Puerto Rican. I am a good listener and people seem to be at ease
with me. This may be due to the fact that my own school and personal background is
rocky and filled with social pariah-hood. I have a personal understanding of school
resistance that I believe adds a dimension of understanding to this study. I have been a
mentor for a troubled teenaged girl (assigned by the courts) in Amherst, the mother of
two (one who was school phobic through elementary and middle school and has just
graduated fi-om a four-year college), and I am a close aunt to three teenage nieces. I
have tutored and taught in public schools for many years and have witnessed the
crushing effects on a developing person’s life that a negative educational environment
can promote.
Scriven (1972) suggested that social scientists treat their own behavior and
identity as data fi'om which they can learn. I am aware of my own behavior and myself
Aware of my being non-Latina. Aware of the limits of my monolingualism. Aware
that issues of power and hierarchy are inherent in this discourse. Just as Patton (2002)
prepared to interview farm families in Minnesota by building up a tolerance for strong
coffee, I prepared for my research by enrolling in Spanish language immersion courses
to facilitate my growth fi-om beginner Spanish to a more advanced level. I have already
begun such courses and hope to continue as my workload changes. Interestingly, I find
it difficult to attain fluency in Spanish, which I view as an experience that aligns me
with several participants in my study who struggle with English.
My interviews were conducted in English, but I feel that the more Spanish I
know and am comfortable with, the more conversant I will be with the holistic spirit of
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the women with whom I intend to work. Therefore, I continue to plug away. As a
researcher and teacher I intend to treat my personal identity and position as the starting
point for my own learning (Nieto, 2004).
Through this study I have begun to unpeel the layers of complexity that
surround the Puerto Rican woman’s attempt to obtain a higher education. I believe that
by listening to the school experiences of Puerto Rican women, their problems and
possibilities in school are illuminated. The nuances of their reflections provide
implications for educational improvement. In the next chapter, I invite you to listen to
what they have to say.
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CHAPTER 4

FAMILY SYSTEMS AND CULTURAL MESSAGES

Introduction
Almost all of the women participating in this study experienced hardship that
diminished their potential to walk a sound and continuous path through public school.
Issues of poverty and family disjunction often fractured their chances to pursue a
productive education. Added to this were the conflicts that stemmed from many of
them having feet planted in two cultures, that of Puerto Rico and that of the United
States mainland. In this chapter, I present aspects of that family disjunction that
appeared in a number of my participants’ experiences as children and adolescents. I
also present features of the mixed cultural messages received by these women.
Moreover, gender issues in the Puerto Rican family played a significant role in their
educational development. I will explore how these combined factors affected the lives
of many of the sixteen participants in this study. For quick reference to the sixteen
participants in this study, please see Appendix A.

Issues of Poverty and Family Disjunction
Poverty and scant opportunity for change place enormous stress on families.
After several generations of chafing against closed doors, wounds appear. These
wounds deepen and fester as successive family members tiy, without discemable
progress, to improve their lot. The social and economic position for the Puerto Rican
community in the United States has failed to rise over the last thirty years (Walsh.

80

1998). Instead, it has left Puerto Ricans on the fringe of promising employment
opportunities and on the outskirts of higher education.
What does a broken family coping with difficult stressors look like? How do
children growing up in such families find the wholeness and energy to excel at school?
Do the schools promote the chance for success, or do they perpetuate poor academic
performance within this population? Many participants spoke of harrowing life
circumstances that prevented them from attending school regularly and with vigor.
Stories of parents on drugs, constant moving from household to household, physical and
psychological abuse, and early pregnancy are threaded throughout many participants’
biographies. One of my participants, Magdalena, exemplifies the emotional impact of
family disjunction when she speaks of her upbringing and her own early pregnancy.
Magdalena lived with her mother until she was five. Her mother was drug
addicted and unable to care for her, so her grandmother took her in. When Magdalena
was fifteen and in 9* grade, three life-changing events took place. She became
pregnant, dropped out of school, and later that year, her grandmother died from the
complications of diabetes, Magdalena explains why pregnancy forced her to drop out
of school:
I started to cry like what am I going to do? I can’t raise this baby. I don’t
even buy my clothes... What is my grandmother going to say? At that time
I was like 5 months [pregnant] and I had like a big stomach. I was so fat
... I would be looking real ugly and I didn’t want to go to school because I
didn’t want them to make fim of me because how I looked so horrible...
After her grandmother’s death, Magdalena lived with her grandmother’s male
fiiend, Gand’u, whom she called “grandfather.” When he could no longer afford the
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apartment they were in, Magdalena and her small daughter were homeless for three
months and lived in the parks of the city:
Yeah, I would sleep at the park... It was winter... I took off my coat and I
put it on my daughter and I would hold her so she would go to sleep.. .1
told my grandfather don’t worry about me. I would lie and say oh I am
staying at somebody’s house. I would show at someone’s house, I
wouldn’t eat.. .like just ask them if my daughter could take a bath and
could she eat something?
As an adolescent, Magdalena needed protection and support, yet she was left to
fend for herself in a country with ample resources. After a period of homelessness
Magdalena spent some time in a shelter before being reunited with her “grandfather,”
Gand’u. He became an important person in her life and she calls him abuelo, although
he is not a blood relative. She is now 19 and still lives with him. Gand’u is the only
emotional support in her young life. She received little or no assistance (financial or
otherwise) fi-om her baby’s father:
So I didn’t go get my GED until now and my daughter is three,.. .1 think of
myself as a fuck up all the time... When I asked [the baby’s father], are
you going to help me, he goes, “Where is your grandfather?” I said,
“Listen, he is not the father...” [Here Magdalena cries]
Magdalena emphasizes that she couldn’t accomplish completing the GED
(General Education Development Test) until her daughter was three. She says this with
self-directed derision. However, given the harsh conditions she suffered during her
adolescence, the death of her only related caregiver and her early teenage pregnancy, it
is discemable why her educational track has not been commensurate with that of a
typical college bound prep student in a stable family.
A common pattern of thinking rang true for many participants. They
internalized the agony of not being adequately parented and referred to themselves as
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“fuck ups.” According to Lemer (1980) belief in a just world can distort a person’s
ability to see the concrete causes of their angst. This often results in a hlame the victim
mentality. Magdalena exemplifies this type of thinking, yet in this study, she is not
alone. Loida, Marguerita, Renata, Luz, Maritza, Aisha, Victoria, and Maria internalized
their negative life experiences and were convinced that they were centrally to blame for
the lack of opportunity and success in their lives.
A social surround of poverty and a dearth of opportunity have kept many
participants in this study living on the edge of well-being. When Magdalena comments
on the social milieu in the city where she lives, she turns her anger toward the larger
Puerto Rican community and blames her people for what she perceives as the mess
they’re in:
You know just like a Puerto Rican person moves to a place and everything
fiicks up. I’m not playing. The majority of the people here are Puerto
Rican and look how they treat each other.. .1 take my daughter to the park
right there because that is the closest park.. .There are needles
everywhere. ..lam tired of seeing that shit..,
Like Magdalena, Loida’s experiences reveal the damage done fi-om being
shifted around throughout her school years because of family disjunction. Unlike most
other participants, Loida was able to graduate high school on time without a pregnancy.
She also takes great pride in her boxing ability and the many hours that she works at the
mall. Loida is tall and sinewy, strong in her opinions.
Most members in Loida’s family were not stable in her life. Her father died in
jail when she was very young. Her mother had five children from three different
fathers. At two years of age Loida was removed from her family home because both of
her parents were drug addicted. Research has shown that separation between a toddler
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and his or her mother has implications for disequilibrium in the child (Bowlby, 1988).
This type of separation can be confusing and devastating to a child. Loida is a case in
point. She was placed in foster care in Brooklyn, N. Y. and did not know she had a
biological sister or brother until she was six years old.
My brother Juan was seven when I met him and my sister was five... We
didn’t even know we were brother and sister. I ronember that when I was
smaller they [social workers] always used to stick us in one room and I
was like, “Who are these weird kids in this room?” We would meet in this
agency... Then they came to live with me when I was eight.. .1 remember
the day that they came to the house and I was, “Yeah, how are you doing?
It’s not time to see you yet.” My foster mother came up to me and said, “I
want to tell you something.” And I said, “What?’ She goes, “See this boy
and girl? These are your brother and sister and I was like, “Oh, OK - are
they moving in?’ I guess they assumed I knew.
Important findings in child psychiatry have shown that problems faced by the
developing child and those later played out in adulthood stem fi-om interactional
patterns between family members, particularly in regard to separation and family
upheaval (Bowlby, 1973; Winnicott, 1996). Loida had to cope with the disjunction of
her family and the confusing constellation of the players in it.
Loida’s foster mother suffered firom the effects of diabetes but took a strong
interest in her schoolwork and provided a loving home. When she was nine years old,
Loida returned fi'om school one day to find that the courts decided that she was to live
with her paternal grandmother in the Bronx. Her grandmother came for her the next

I was all confused because at first I didn’t want to leave my foster mom’s
house for nothing. I had to kick and scream and they had to take me up in
handcuffs, not handcuffs, but truly force me into the car.
Loida’s paternal grandmother, a physician from Cuba, was strict but loving. She
was very supportive of Loida in school and kept close contact with her teachers. Much
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like the earlier separations in her life, her adjustment to her grandmother’s home in the
Bronx was abruptly interrupted in the middle of sixth grade. At that time a judge
reunited Loida with her mother. Loida, who is strong and trying to improve her socio¬
economic status today, had to cope with the breaking of emotional ties several times
during her childhood. When she was in the middle of sixth grade, she translated her
mother’s willingness to accept F’s at school as a positive attribute. At that point her
thinking was not fiilly mature, but she was trying to believe that adults had her best
interest at heart. For instance, Loida had this to say:
It was better with my mom. I could have an F and she was not going to
care. She didn’t know my teachers as much, so I wouldn’t get scar^ or
anything like that.. .The only time we used to get along was when she was
stinking drunk. She used to sit down and talk to me for hours and I
enjoyed it, you know, because it was the first time that she would ever talk
to me. She used to hit me a lot... in the face... she left me a couple of
bruises.. .1 couldn’t take it no more...
By eighth grade things worsened and Loida bolted from her mother’s house.
She went in desperation to DSS (Department of Social Services) and ended up living
with an aunt in town.
There was a dichotomy in how participants responded to the forces of poverty
and family disjunction. For example, some participants were able to stay on track in
school while others fell prey to substance abuse, early pregnancy, and dropout
behaviors. Because Loida had a strong sense of herself growing up, she was able to
complete high school. Her ability in sports and the positive influences of her devoted
foster mother and paternal grandmother may have buoyed her beyond the abyss of
despair that so many others from fractured families and backgrounds of poverty endure.
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Poverty can promote family disjunction, a condition with strong possibilities for
mishap, accident, and mayhem (Holyfield, 2002, Lamberty & Coll, 1994, Wilson,
1999). Tales of trauma, including beatings and suicide in the family, were repeated
throughout many participants’ explications of their elementary and adolescent years.
Amaryllis experienced trauma at six years of age when her biological brother, who was
eight at the time, fell out of a third story window and died. Amaryllis remembers the
trauma she felt while she struggled to accept the illness her brother suffered from the
accident, and his subsequent death:
My brother had an accident. He fell out the window at my grandmother’s
house which is three stories, and that sort of messed up his whole nervous
system so he kept having epileptic attacks... and he was on his way to
recovery, and he had some epileptic attack at the hospital, and through
negligence from the nurse, he aspirated on himself...and choked to death.
[ At the funeral] I remember there was this older cousin...calling, “Junior,
wake up. Junior, wake up... And I remember my mother diving into the
grave pit...
Other participants, like Maritza, suffered repeated physical abuse, a common
outgrowth of family disjunction. She, like two other participants, Maria and Delia, was
aware that her parents had been abused as children also. Maritza’s mother was abused
as a child. She was locked in a chicken coop for hours in her childhood home in Spain
and was pecked, sustaining injuries. She was dunked by the hair repeatedly in a lake.
In turn, Maritza’s mother punished Maritza when she was rude by making her drink an
entire bottle of hot sauce, and clamping her nose shut. Like Maritza, Delia heard tales
of how her mother was abused by her grandmother. She refers to her maternal
grandmother casually as “ my maternal grandmother.. .the one who abused my
mamacita.” And Maria’s father, who beat her with a hose, was beaten himself as a
child.
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Males abusing females was an often repeated theme in the lives of my
participants. For example, Maria’s mother took out a restraining order on her father.
Mimi’s first husband used physical force on her. Sylvia, another participant in this
study, had a husband beat her. Marguerita has five children, the first fi’om a different
father, who she ran away from because he beat her. Luz’s stepfather burned her arm
when she misbehaved. These stories of fear and terror induced hiding, running, and
recoiling behaviors in many participants in this study. It is no surprise that ten of the
sixteen participants left home before they were seventeen. To facilitate identification of
participants by age and other salient facts, please refer to Appendix A.
Maria is a perfect example of the effect on a participant of male-on-female
abuse in the home. She spoke of how her father beat her and the general sense of
mayhem in her childhood home:
My father was abused a lot by his father and grandfather. He was beat...
My father beat me up... What you call these green things? I was beaten
up by a hose... My father drinks a lot - every day - from Monday to
Sunday and over and over and over again... Me and my mom and my dad
and the same with my sister Yaril... we didn’t have the bond that we could
sit down and talk about our feelings.. .My father lives a different way than
we do.. .when we lived under one roof there was a lot of tension between
us...The drinking and arguments between him and my mom.. .Me and my
sister, we don’t live that way... We like peace and quiet and if there is an
argument OK, fine, but keep it under wraps. Keep it in your own home.
Like my mom she is calling 911... The cops keep coming... Everybody is
out there watching everything and I am like, “Oh, God.”
Maria dropped out of school in 8*** grade when she became pregnant. She ran
away to Puerto Rico with her twenty-two year old lover, who then abandoned her. She
never re-enrolled in formal school. She became pregnant again within eighteen months.
Maria felt panicky as she carried her second child:
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I was like. Oh my God, I dropped out of school.. .1 don’t have experience.
I never had a job.., I was real stressed out at the time and I was crying a lot
... I was jumping around... and living everjwhere when I was pregnant... I
was doing the same thing with my daughter. I was jumping from house to
house...
Maria, like Magdalena, speaks in tones of fear and shock, sometimes
accompanied by tears, as she recalls what happened to her. Many of the women I
interviewed felt lost in a big world with indecipherable signposts. Feelings of agency
and power are glaringly absent in the minds and emotions of these women as they are
shifted around by the winds of chance.
Mimi’s story is a little different from Maria’s. She was not abused physically by
her parents, but fought verbally and clashed with her father. Mimi is one of fourteen
children. She was bom in Puerto Rico and her family came to the United States when
Mimi was a year old. Mimi’s mother, aside from being the primary caregiver of such a
large family, worked at home as a seamstress. She would pick up 300 outfits that were
cut, but not sewn, and bring them home in large garbage bags on the subway. Within a
week’s time, Mimi’s mother would sew the dresses and then pick up another batch.
Mimi’s father was often gone for months at a time working as a a migrant worker
picking tobacco in New England.
Mimi ran away when she was 15. Although her family was close, she found the
home atmosphere too restrictive, and the conflicts with her father had escalated. When
Mimi ran away she slept on a park bench for one night and then moved in with a
brother. Shortly thereafter Mimi moved in with a man named Frank, five years her
senior. Frank was physically abusive with Mimi. After leaving Frank, Mimi moved
back in with her brother, who protected her. Then Mimi met a second, very abusive
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man, Raymond, with whom she lived. After a few months Raymond’s mother and
depressed alcoholic brother moved into the apartment with Raymond and Mimi. This
proved to be both a hardship and trauma for Mimi:
So one time I came out of my bedroom and hanging off of the[window]
pane was my then boyfriend’s brother who was trying to hang himself...
And so I saw him there and I was like, ‘You know, I should just let you
hang, I should just like leave, go to the mall [where Mimi was working]
and just leave you’... but I cut the rope... I pushed the chair... and he was
coughing, I remember, and he had these marks on his neck. I stayed there
for about 2 1/2 years after that and then I went back to my brother’s house
again.
Mimi remembers this time in her life as confusing and painful. She was
extremely grateful to her brother who repeatedly took her in. Mimi, Maria, Loida,
Magdalena and Amaryllis all showed incredible resilience given the beatings, abuse,
addiction and trauma that they experienced. Mimi, a strong woman and mother of
twins, is now enrolled in a four- year college program. Part of Mimi’s current strength
derives from her new relationship. Her new female partner, an assistant principal in a
Wolking school, now emotionally supports her. Her partner provides childcare for
Mimi’s twins so that Mimi can continue school.
Also, Mimi was partly raised by a loving older sister, Tatiana. Strong support
from a significant person or mentor has been shown to boost resilience and confidence
even when other negative life experiences have taken a toll (Seligman, 1995).
Similarly, Loida, who was particularly resilient, had the benefit of a strong, positive
foster mother and an accomplished, supportive grandmother. She also excelled at
sports, which increased her self-esteem.
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How Constant Moving Affects Schooling and Relationships
Because of poverty and the promise of job opportunities many of my
participants grew up in families that moved a lot. The effects of starting a new school
mid-year, or starting a new school in a completely different culture, often had dramatic
repercussions in the educational lives of these women. In Loida’s case, between the
ages of two and eighteen, she moved fi-om mother to foster mother to grandmother to
mother to aunt. In many other participants’ lives moving was commonplace and did not
always include the same family members.
Marguerita is a jocular, fiiendly, accomplished 34-year-old woman. She has
five children. Her husband is in jail. She holds a directorial position at a social service
agency. Her career path has been rocky, and like many of the others I interviewed
(Saraya, Sylvia, Amaryllis, Renata, Rosa, and Mimi) she was able to slip into social
work without the proper credentials because she was bilingual - Spanish/English.
When Marguerita was growing up, her family moved repeatedly, “To get away from my
[step] dad. Then he would find us.” She and her brothers and sisters lived in Florida,
Connecticut, New Jersey, and Massachusetts. Marguerita went to an elementary school
in a primarily white neighborhood. Her education was interrupted many times. But,
when she was 12 her family moved to a new city where more Puerto Ricans lived:
Yeah, it’s like, we developed this little group and we called each other, we
called ourselves the misfits. Cause.. .none of the Anglo kids liked us,
because we were Puerto Rican, We moved every five years.I lived in
Hartford for a couple of years... I lived in Miami... I was a senior [when I
moved to Miami]. I didn’t want to go to school with people I didn’t know
and graduate with people I didn’t know. So Ijust dropped out. I went for
one day [in Miami] and I didn’t like it and I never went back.
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Research about Puerto Rican children and families engaged in circular migration
(Nieto, 2000b; 2004) shows a plethora of evidence that interrupted schooling and
frequent moves to and from the island can have a negative effect on students engaged in
these situations. At the same time, it has also been shown that the cross-cultural
e?q)erience of Puerto Rican students visiting family on the island enriches thenunderstanding of disparate world-views, and enables them to maintain two languages
and to think with more plasticity (Nieto, 2000a; McLaughlin 1985).
Eight participants were bom in Puerto Rico and spoke about the effects of back
and forth migration to Puerto Rico via repeated interaction with their native culture.
The other eight were bom and raised in the United States. Still, for those bom and
raised in the United States, issues of circular migration and cross cultural maneuvering
touched their lives. Close contact with Puerto Rico and its culture had both positive and
negative effects on the women I interviewed.
Often families would be fractured when a parent or significant family member
suddenly went off to either Puerto Rico or came back to the United States. Both
Amaryllis’s mother and her grandmother went back and forth to Puerto Rico frequently
for long periods. Amaryllis, now 38, had her first child when she was 15. Her own
mother moved to Puerto Rico shortly after Amaryllis gave birth. Amaryllis overheard
her mother sa3dng that she (mother) was only staying in the United States for her
daughter. That hastened Amaryllis’s decision to marry. “So that started crawling
around in my mind [to get married], like I could set my mother free, I could be free... It
was an escape.”
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Unlike Amaryllis, 52-year--old Renata grew up in Puerto Rico and came to the
United States with her family when she was 15. However, when she moved to the
United States she felt humiliated and devalued. Renata felt excoriated by the new
culture around her. She could not find a way to fit in. She didn’t know how to change
fast enough and wasn’t sure she wanted to change at all. Also, as is often the case for
Spanish speakers fi-om developing countries, Renata’s rich knowledge of another
language and culture was treated as a deficit in the American schools. As a result,
Renata quit school at the end of her ninth grade year, never to return. In the following
excerpt Renata explains how tormented she felt in the public school system in America:
You know it is scary when you know that people are making fim of you
and laughing at you and poking at you - like what are these people going
to do to me? Who is going to protect me? I can’t go home and have my
parents come to school - they don’t speak English either... so you know it
is one of those things.. .It was like too many things together.. .too many
wrong things at the very same time - all together in one little place and
that little place was me.
American schools often overlook the deeply felt and understood cultural
experiences of minority students fi’om other countries. Instead of honoring and
capitalizing on the knowledge and perspective that these children could bring into the
classroom, past experiences are seen as deficits, or defects to be amended.
Unfortunately, a school and class community attitude of this nature results in a negative
ethos for Puerto Rican students in American schools (Hakuta, 1986; Nelson & Bell,
1984; Nieto, 2004).
Another participant whose school life was halted by moving was Maria. As
shown earlier, Maria was affected by abuse and an early pregnancy. But she was also
hurt by a move to and fi-om Puerto Rico. When she became pregnant in eighth grade

92

she followed the twenty-two year old father of her then unborn child to Puerto Rico,
where she lived for a year. After a while, he sent her back to the United States to “get
settled” and told her he would follow. He did not. Maria says of her return,
I came with the baby by myself. We were supposed to have a plan, me
and him. He sent me over here[the United States mainland] to get an
apartment and get settled and get welfare.. .but then he changed his
mind...
In this case, Maria, who came back from Puerto Rico with a baby, was already a
high school dropout. She felt disconnected from her peers. The unsettled quality of
Maria’s life and the lack of stability and support from her family of origin made it
nearly impossible for Maria to succeed in school. The school system did not strengthen
Maria’s chances of completing her education. When asked whether the school looked
for her when she dropped out and moved to Puerto Rico, Maria said, “I don’t think
anybody knew.” Maria, Renata, and many of the women I interviewed felt invisible or
misunderstood in the public school community. This is patently obvious when Renata
locates herself as “that little place.” Feelings of agency and power are glaringly absent
in the minds and emotions of these women as they are shifted around by the winds of
chance.
Another participant who was affected by family shifts and a move to Puerto
Rico was Saraya. Sixty-three year old Saraya grew up mostly with her paternal
grandmother and aunt in New York City. However, when Saraya was eight years old
her biological mother felt that she was getting too close to her father’s side of the family
and moved her to Puerto Rico for four years to live with her maternal grandmother.
Saraya was a bright, well-liked student in elementary school. She recalls living
in Puerto Rico from the ages of 8 to 12 as a time when school seemed more difficult for
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her. Because Saraya was thrown into a whole new educational system with different
language requirements, she struggled in school and with her identity:
The only time I recall difficulties in school was when I went to Puerto
Rico because I did not -1 did conversational Spanish with my grandma,
but to go to school to sit and read and write -1 couldn’t do it... I can
remember sitting in the classroom and she [the teacher] would speak to the
class in Spanish and it was like French to me - way over my he^ - and
then she would repeat it to me in English.. .1 lost some [English] but I
didn’t lose as much as I thought...One thing I realized.. .those Idds were their education was higher than mine.. .But, people had higher
expectations of me. Even the other kids... I remember when I got there
they would say, “Oh there is the little American girl... And they look up to
you. You have had things... Obviously more than they had. So in that
sense they kind of look up to you like, “She is better than we are.”
When Saraya returned to New York City, after four years in Puerto Rico, she
felt some differences, particularly in the area of prejudicial treatment:
It was an all girl’s junior high school.. .before I had lived with my
[grandmother] in the barrio [East Harlem], and now ^e had moved to a
project in the Bronx. So I went to school in the Bronx... There were
whites. There were some Puerto Ricans and a lot of whites.. .My history
teacher -1 mean she made you feel that because you were Hispanic that
you were different, that she was going to treat you differently. Her name
was Miss Donovan. I will never forget that name... She was kind of
fierce... anything you did was wrong...
As a cultural comment it is interesting to note that Saraya felt revered and
“looked up to” in Puerto Rico because she was fi’om mainland America, but she thought
she was looked down upon once she was back in the United States because of her
Puerto Rican identity.
Saraya also felt the hurt of being shifted around in a very personal way. She
was never allowed to live with her mother and sister except for a brief period in upstate
New York. This made her feel like a pariah, excluded fi’om the nuclear family bond:
I had a lot of people who took care of me in a physical sense but there was
really no one there for me during those high school years...I wanted to be
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with my mother, so basically I pushed myself in and she was like, “Oh my
god. I really can’t have you”.. .1 will never forget her words. It hurt.. .1
always felt like the outsider... I remember a lot of sadness. I was not a
very smiley person. I guess that is why I am not a smiley person now... I
was basically sad and lonely. I felt totally left out of everything.
Aside fi’om the personal pain of moving, moving to a new area often made some
participants feel isolated fi'om peers. Readjusting to a new school environment,
particularly in the middle of a school year can be disconcerting for students, especially
those who must constantly define their cultural identity (Flores-Gonzalez, 2002). For
Sylvia, moving meant a constant attempt to determine who she was and how she fit in
her new surroundings. Today Sylvia is a happy woman in her 40’s, who is always
ready to dance. She was bom in Cidra, Puerto Rico and came to the mainland when she
was five. When her family came to the United States, they moved frequently from one
state to another in the Northeast. They often lived in small apartments. One time, when
Sylvia was 11 1/2, the femily moved in the middle of the school year:
I remember just, I tmly remember my mom saying this is your last day of
school. And I’m like, “What?” I don’t even remember anything being
packed you know... Just, “This is gonna be your last day of school.” ...
Whatever... And we were kinda excited, but then we had a lot of fiiends
in that area.
Children picked on Sylvia and her siblings at the new school because they were
among the few Puerto Ricans in town:
Like I would come home and go,“What’s cockroaches?” ...You know,
’cause they would call us cockroaches.. .But they were always saying that
we were pigs and stuff like that, you know. I know we weren’t, we
weren’t rich. We didn’t dress nice, but we didn’t dress dirty...
Moving from Puerto Rico, or from town to town in the United States, or from
family member to family member had a profound impact on these students and their
school lives. Some, like Maria, quit school. Others struggled with issues of
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bilingualism and identity. Many felt invisible to their schools and to the larger society.
For most participants their adjustment to their new environment was laced with feelings
of embarrassment and displacement.

Gender Roles in Puerto Rican Culture
Gender roles in the lives of all women are worth exploring. However, in this
study, being female in a Latino culture doubly impacted the participants’ chances for a
steady, supported path through school. For these Puerto Rican women being female
often included tightly prescribed behaviors, such as feminine dress codes, and the
mandate to procreate and paradoxically remain virgins before marriage. For many,
these expectations were difficult to understand and satisfy. Amaryllis is an attractive,
buxom woman who recalls embracing her feminine side at a young age:
In fourth grade you have to sneak makeup. Fourth grade, okay? Sneak
makeup! I already have boobs. I blame that on my mother ’cause I always
had big boobs... Yeah, I got a lot of attention. So I’ve got makeup on,
blobs of it, and Mr. Bainbridge [fourth grade teacher] says real casual¬
like, “You know, my wife is a makeup specialist and you really have too
much on and he rubbed [some of] it off.” [Like it was] no big deal. I
loved him for that, and I can’t forget him...
Unlike Amaryllis, a totally Americanized pre-teen who was racing to grow up,
Renata resisted the demand to appear womanly. In Puerto Rico she felt she was
allowed to remain a child. However, once in the United States, she felt pushed to
change her appearance and attitude to a sexier one:
[My cousin in the United States] made my life miserable... She would
make fim of the way that I was... The dresses I was wearing.. .1 was like a
little kid... She was my age and we were both 15 and she was like all
grown and I was like 70 - 75 pounds and I was still a little girl in every
way. My body was a little girl’s body. My mind was a little girl’s
mind.. .1 guess kids grow up faster here [than] us ...
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Renata remembers with anguish how her appearance affected her feelings of
comfort in school. “At school they pointed at [my] clothes or [my] hair or [my]
unshaved legs. I mean I didn’t know nothing about shaving legs, you know...I
remember being called half woman-half man... ”
Several participants recounted stories of being verbally abused or kicked and
slapped in school by fellow students because of some facet of their appearance or
behavior as females. Aisha felt that the girls in middle school hated her because she
was “pretty.” Saraya, like so many others I interviewed, was barred from completing
high school because she was pregnant. Maria was beaten up by a boyfriend’s other
girlfriend because of jealousy. Amaryllis’ sister could not walk home from school with
the other children because of her feminine appearance and her outstanding academic
record. This affected Amaryllis because she was forced to leave early with her sister:
My sister had a really rough growing up because she was really
smart.. .By the time she was in fifth or sixth grade everybody knew her as
being so smart, plus she was really developed like myself And that
became a jealous thing with the girls. They [school administrators] had to
let her out five minutes before anybody else because.. .there would be a
group of girls waiting to kick her butt... and I’ll go running trying to find
my neighbor because my mother wasn’t there. ... So they let her out five
minutes before, so I got out five minutes and my brother got out five
minutes early to walk her butt home.
Contending with name calling about physical attributes adds greatly to the stress
of schoolchildren and often impacts their ability to concentrate on work. Teasing,
especially when elevated to levels of cruelty and when unchecked by school personnel,
has been shown to contribute to anxiety, depression and panic attacks (Graham, 1998;
Hodges & Perry, 1999). Relational aggression, which can be non-physical and
psychological in nature, is more prevalent among girls than boys (Crick & Grotpeter,
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1995). Although this type of name calling within the “girl” community is detrimental, it
can appear subtle in comparison to the harsh realities of expectations for females in a
macho culture.

Gender Expectations in a Macho Culture
A repeated theme that I heard from my participants about Puerto Rican culture
was that of male dominance over female behavior. For these women, men often
dictated the parameters of acceptable female life choices and modes of expression.
Amaryllis explained her perceptions about the differences between Puerto Rican
cultural norms for women on the island compared to those in the United States.
Amaryllis went back to Puerto Rico for visits every year during her elementary, middle,
and secondary school years. Her ties to the island were strong, and she felt the impact
of her origins while being educated in the United States. She explained that women in
Puerto Rico are more reserved and are expected to dress in a demure fashion. Amaryllis
had this to say about the differences between social mores for Puerto Rican women on
the island and Puerto Rican women living in America:
I think we’re more liberated here, but I think in Puerto Rico it’s still
macho and you will go in, have your babies, you don’t work. ‘I TAKE
CARE OF YOU.’ [deepens and amplifies voice]. You belong to the
man.. .Make sure he’s got his food on the table and everything is clean,
you know, or he’s going to beat you. He’s going to beat you. And women
take that. A lot of women,,. when I go visit over there, I see it.. .Oh, and a
lot of Puerto Rican women do not wear shorts, you know. They’ve got the
long pants on, they’re covering up everything.. .1 went up there with
shorts, real, real, short, and would go on the porch, and I was there for
three weeks. By the end of three weeks, the neighbor was wearing shorts,
and I was like, oh, I could stay here and change them all.
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It should be noted that the dictate that females dress demurely and cover thenbodies is often generated by adherence to the Pentecostal religion, one that is practiced
by many Puerto Rican families.
Once in mainland America, Puerto Rican women are surrounded by a steady call
to liberation and self-realization, and for Amaryllis the wearing of shorts is emblematic
of these rights. The concept of being able to wear whatever one likes symbolizes a
fi-eedom unknown to traditional Puerto Rican women. For many Puerto Rican women
in the United States, the clash of cultural expectations unleashes confiision within thensocial and intellectual lives when they are faced with the dichotomous cultural realities.
Cultural norms in Puerto Rico dictate that women conduct themselves with more
decorum and adhere to stricter codes of idealized, modest, feminine behavior. For
example, when Carolina visited the countryside in Puerto Rico and got out of a car to
purchase beer in a convenience store, the men who were gathered in fi-ont of the store
were horrified to see a woman act so independently and demonstratively vocalized their
distaste.
Luz, who also perceives Puerto Rican women as less independent, explains how
she feels that she has broken fi-om the typical mold:
[I am more] independent and open minded than how my mother raised
us... Even my older siblings who were raised in Puerto Rico -1 see a
difference between us.. .The husbands of my sisters they respect me.. .but
they fear me. They do. When Luz talks everybody listens. ..lam sorry, I
am nobody’s slave.
Luz, like Amaryllis, felt a schism in her cultural identity. She did not fit in to
the strictly drawn lines of the Puerto Rican expected image for a woman:
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I don’t fit in. I don’t fit in is the one thing. I am not their type of Puerto
Rican. You know how they call the New York Ricans... That is more
what I am... who I am... I am more Americanized.
When Luz says she is “not their type of Puerto Rican” she refers to the fact that,
as a female, she is not submissive. For some women, trying to improve their standing
through education caused conflict in their marriages or relationships with significant
others. This was true for Renata, Sylvia, and Maria. However, several male partners or
husbands were extremely supportive of their mate’s advancing educationally. Saraya’s
husband was beaming at her New Roads graduation. Amaryllis’ first husband was very
supportive and “diapered and watched the babies” while she attended school, and
Carolina, who is the mother of five, was able to advance her career and education with
the encouragement of her husband.
However, nothing seemed to affect these participants’ school life and future
prospects like male insistence that the women bear their children as an act of loyalty
and love. Many of the women I interviewed had husbands and lovers who expected
them to procreate as an act of declared admiration and love. They ofl;en expressed that
their fathers and step-fathers expected the same fi’om their mothers. Her second
husband told Amaryllis’s mother that if she chose sterilization, he would leave her.
And he did. Maria bore a third child for her third male partner because he wanted her to
have a baby for him. The father of Magdalena’s child. Sunny, wanted her to bear
another child for him so Sunny would have a sibling, even though he lived with another
woman and had no intention of staying with Magdalena. Amaryllis’s mother lived with
her stepfather until he became agitated that she was “fixed” and could not bear children
for him. Amaryllis related this tale about her parents:
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It had to do with the fact that he [her stepfather] didn’t believe that a
woman that gets operated to not have any more kids...can be a faithful
woman. [My mother] already had four Idds and she was like 18 years old.
She started at 13. He told her if she gets the operation [sterilization],
they’re not going to be together... ’
Amaryllis explains the prevailing, conflicting attitude toward coupling and
procreation in the Puerto Rican community that she knows best:
When my sister started with what turned into her husband she was around
13 1/2.. .to most people like, oh my God, but to us it was like normal
because everybody got hooked up early on.. .1 think it’s part of the culture.
I think that people, that they emphasize.. .get a good man...my mother did
try to tell me not to get married even though she was telling me to get the
man, get the man, get the man. It was confiising... I wanted to have sex
and that was a no-no without marriage,. ,My mother always emphasized
get married, get married, wear the white dress...
In talking about her 13 1/2 year old sister Amaryllis echoed a sentiment that was
often repeated in the interviews. “It was.. .normal because everybody got hooked up
early on.” In this study, thirteen of the sixteen participants had their first baby by the
time they were eighteen. In fact, statistics support that Puerto Rican women have high
birth rates in adolescence (Holyfield, 2002; Massachusetts Department of Public Health,
2003) and that Puerto Rican females aged 15 to 19 have babies at higher rates than other
Hispanic and non-Hispanic Black and White girls in the same age group (as cited in
Portner, 1998)

Academic Role Models for Women in a Macho Culture
Macho cultures often do not encourage women to pursue higher education. As
for the assigned role of women in Puerto Rican culture Saraya has no recollections of
being encouraged to accomplish anything academically from her family:
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You know I never had a role model. I never had anyone to support me... I
had these ideals of being a doctor.. .1 used to mention that to my family you know at that time they would give you little nurse’s kits and my idea
was not playing nurse - my idea was playing doctor.. .and my sister would
discourage me... my mother said I was a dreamer.
It is of note that Loida had no male influences in her home-life as she was being
shuttled from house to house. She was influenced at home only by women. As stated
before, of the four women who raised her in different households, only one, her mother,
had a negative effect. Her foster mother was kind and loving and cared about her
schoolwork. Her grandmother was an educated woman, a physician from Cuba, and her
aunt provided a stable home for her while she finished high school. Loida was one of
the few participants to graduate high school on time in a conventional way, and defied
the confines of prescribed female behavior in a macho culture. Could it be that she
found strength by not buying into the role of a typical female in a macho culture partly
because there were no dominant males in any of the houses she was raised in? She was
a nationally ranked boxer throughout her high school years and proudly showed me the
trophies that lined the walls of her room in her aunt’s apartment. She also had posters
in her room of positive female athlete role models like the boxer, Laila Ali, the daughter
of Muhammad Ali.
Delia’s explanation offered a different view on the macho culture often
practiced by Puerto Rican males. She was bom and raised in Puerto Rico in a middle
class family. Delia stmggled with her father’s negative attitude about the importance of
education for her. Despite her father’s protests she earned a Bachelor of Arts and a
Masters Degree. She does not fit the typical profile of a New Roads alternative student,
yet the course benefited her enormously. At 38 she entered the New Roads program at
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the urging of her therapist. When Delia was 35 she was diagnosed as bipolar and had to
go on disability. Although Delia has held down several interesting jobs in the past, such
as community organizer, and as planner in an arts organization, she is unable to work
now.
Much of what Delia has to say about her education and growing years in Puerto
Rico is positive. However, when she tried to study engineering Delia felt
uncomfortable because it seemed to be a completely male dominated domain. Also, her
father was not encouraging about her formal education. In some ways Delia got a
double dose of macho culture. That is, in the United States females are poorly
represented in the math, science and engineering professions, and in Puerto Rico she
had to contend with her father’s negative attitude about educating females. She said, “I
studied engineering but I did not like it...it was a male environment.. .too much
testosterone.. .the view of education for my father was that I didn’t need it because I
was going to get married.”
The macho culture is strong but can be overridden by support from female
family members, especially mothers (Rolon, 1998). One of the reasons that Delia was
able to reach the goals of pursuing a higher education was because her mother and
grandmother were strong educational role models:
Education was important to my mother and grandmother...The summer I
spent a lot of time in the country, but my education was in the city. It
usually was said that the education was better in the city than in the
country. The country was kind of backwards. Yes, Jibaros...My
grandmother was a teacher and she got a scholarship to become a teacher
... That’s my maternal grandmother... The one who abused my
mamacita... So my mother didn’t become a teacher. She was a health
supervisor in the education department.. .for them education was like IT! I
had that message from the beginning that I have to study, have good
grades... Go to university...
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However, even a strong educational advocate like Delia’s mother, transmitted
the message that an unwed woman is less than desirable. Delia’s says of her mother’s
advice, “But my mother since the beginning, since I was small, she would say, “You
know you better get married, get the masters first and then the mister..

The Father/Daughter Relationship
The first experience with machismo in the Puerto Rican family setting is often
established in the father/daughter relationship. Much has been written about the
influence of mothers on their daughters (Pipher, 1994). Research about Puerto Rican
women also centers on the matrilineal line and the encouraged environmental traits that
mothers hand down to their daughters (Rolon,1998) I found that many of my
participants were raised in single female-headed households and were taught about
expected female behavior fi-om the matriarchs in their families. However, I was
surprised to find that in many of my interviews a prevailing theme emerged about the
impact of the father/daughter relationship for these women.
Some participants felt their fathers to be non-caring and restrictive.
Paradoxically, this was often mixed with admiration and some fond memories. Fathers
clearly expected their daughters to follow a strict code of female behavior and often did
not see education as an important facet of a woman’s life. Girls were meant to get
married, and once married, they were expected to bear children. On the other hand,
men were allowed to have multiple partners.
Amaryllis lived with her mother and stepfather and four siblings in a city in the
Northeast. She had very little to do with her biological father, but did get to know his
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fiance and their three boys when she was a teenager. In the following excerpt,
Amaryllis talks about her father’s cheating behaviors:
I felt like he was nobody, like he wasn’t important to me at all... I wanted
no part of him and that’s still so.. .He continued with the same behaviors
that he used on my mother.. .the cheating and all that.. .he was a player...
he screwed up and sent two letters; the one to his lover to my mother and
the one to my mother to his lover.
Amaryllis’ father, like Saraya’s, lived with more than one woman at a time. The
idea of fathers as cheaters or “players” was repeated often in the interviews. Saraya
barely knew her father, yet he loomed large in her mind in a mythological way:
My father had been named a bigamist.. .It was a big deal.. .He was a very
handsome man. He was a merchant marine. He traveled the world, and
he had money and, he had a lot of women,, .By mistake, he married two
women at the same time in Puerto Rico. They didn’t know about my
mother. Then he would have been a trigamist.
Saraya’s relationship to her father was not close. He ran out on her mother, and
she describes him as a person who was not available to her. His support of his daughter
was non-existent:
My father was nev^ encouraging.. .The only time he said anything...my
senior year of high school... he said something about.. .there was a lot of
money in scholarships. But he never followed through. He would
never... He would call me maybe once a year if he was away in, whatever.
Southeast Asia...
Marguerita also describes her father as a man who ran out on her mother:
I’m the oldest of three. My mom came fi’om Puerto Rico and my father
was like a slickster fi*om New York City.. .Kind of like, you know, a
typical male., .ran around with women...My mom, she’s this quiet little
girl that came from Puerto Rico... They lived together for 18 years and
then, one day he just left and married some chick six months later... There
were problems.. .That’s why like, I liked school, but it wasn’t because I
liked school. It was more like because I had an opportunity to
escape... fi-om all the fights and stuff at home...
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Marguerita interprets “slickster” type behavior and running around with women
as “typical male behavior.” She remembers her father as a womanizer and a man who
hurt her mother acutely. She remembers many nights as a child when her mother would
sob in the bedroom when her father went out. She and her siblings would constantly
beg their mother not to take their father back after he had gone. However, her mother
invariably did. In the area of fidelity, ten out of sixteen of the participants in this study
described their fathers as unfaithful to their mothers. Some of these descriptions
included the fact that this type of turbulent on again, off again relationship between
parents spanned decades.
Some participants had complex relationships with their fathers. While they may
not have approved of their fathers’ cheating behaviors, they still had rich and rewarding
experiences with them. For example, Sylvia remembers her dad as a charismatic person
who often helped others. He also cheated on her mother. Sylvia’s blue eyes glint with
Puckish amusement as she describes her father. He is a “jack of all trades” and “ a
singer at nightclubs.” He married her mom when he was 16 years old. Sylvia’s father
completed 8* grade and her mother dropped out of school in 6^ grade. Her brother was
“slow” in school and she has an “adopted” sister who her dad took in when his own
children were teenagers. The adopted sister, who lived down the street, was being
abused by her family and had a baby of her own. Sylvia said, “[My] dad felt bad for
her.. .My dad always took care of people.” Sylvia went to kindergarten in Puerto Rico
and did not know any English when she came to the United States. She fondly
remembers how her father helped her she was placed in an English-only classroom in
the United States:
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I know I was kind of upset, embarrassed because they didn’t have
bilingual and they didn’t have that many Spanish speaking persons in [the
United States] school. So my dad was the one who did everything for us.
And actually he’s the one who taught us English.. .My dad was
amazing... We perfected our English within a year with my dad.. .He was
like you’re not going to, you know get picked on or anything like that.
You gotta do this and so.. .My dad had cirrhosis to the liver. He was an
alcoholic. He died at the age of 39.. .My mom never dated... she feels like
even though he’s dead, she felt like she’d be unfaithful to him or
something...
Sylvia’s dad taught her many things, and she often spoke of him with great
admiration, as can be seen in the excerpt above. He used to sing in nightclubs and he
would take Sylvia and her brother with him. Although she remembers this time with
her father warmly, she understood that he might have had ulterior motives in taking
both Sylvia and her brother to clubs for adults:
I think he used us as a sympathy for other people to see that he had to be
taking his kids around. ..Look, I’m telling you that’s why I said my
father’s a con artist.. .1 would dance with older men, and... my mom’s
biggest fear was that my dad would get so drunk that he would leave me at
a bar and then somebody would abuse me.
Sylvia’s parents wanted her to finish high school, but her father had conflicting
attitudes about what a girl could do in school:
Girls don’t do sports.. .there was a lot of things that I couldn’t do but the
boys could do...But he also wanted me to be independent...as much as my
dad wanted me to be liberal or whatever, he was adso very machismo.
On the whole, the participants had turbulent relationships with their fathers.
However, Rosa and Victoria had loving relationships with their fathers. Also, thenparents stayed in long term loving marriages. Although Maritza does not speak to the
mother who abused her by pouring hot sauce down her throat, she is given much
support and love from her stepfather. Lastly, Magdalena has found in Gand’u, the man
she calls “grandfather,” a caring and sensitive ally.
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In many cases participants’ relationships with their fathers became the first step
in understanding macho rules and later set the tone for their own relationships. Other
important ties impacted the lives of the participants in both positive and negative ways.
The role of being a sister, or of experiencing a sister, was a dominant feature in the
Puerto Rican female psyche.

Having or Being a Sister in the Puerto Rican Family
In this study, whether participants took on the role of sister-as-second-mother or
had a sister who assumed that position. The majority of my participants felt that
maternal responsibilities were expected and required for girls of any age in the family.
An example of big sister as caregiver can be seen in the case of Amaryllis, whose older
sister assumed the role of mother to her:
My big sister was the mother figure for me.,. ’cause my sister had a lot on
her shoulders. She had to clean the house. She had to have the food done
before my mother came home.. .The same thing happened with my
cousin... she had four brothers to take care of... pf my sister didn’t do it]
she’d get her ass kicked. You should see the beatings she used to get
sometimes.. .My thing was ironing. I loved ironing so it wasn’t a
problem.. .My brother, he was to have a normal childhood, and she [my
sister] had to be an adult. And I was a rotten child. I was like so spoiled.
I used to [say], “I don’t want that dress. I want this one, I want this one!”
Then she would do my hair. I would mess it up and I would scratch
myself, and say, “Mom, she did it, she scratch^ me.”...Now we’re really
tight. We’re really tight.
As a teenager Sylvia assumed complete responsibility for her baby brother. Her
mother suffered fi-om a terrible postpartum depression after her last child was bom:
My little brother, the baby of the family, I was the one.. .He slept in my
bed. I was the one that got up with him in the middle of the night, fed
him. I was the one who changed him. I was the one who did everything
before I left for school.. .It wasn’t like an obligation or anything like
that...He was already so used to me.. .1 felt privileged because we didn’t
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go out. We weren’t permitted to go out.. .so I was playing with the baby,
a real live baby doll, you know.
Mimi was mostly raised by a beloved older sister who watched the children in
the family, bathed them, and took them to school. At the New Roads graduation
Mimi’s older sister Tatiana flew from Puerto Rico to tearfully present her beloved
younger sister with her diploma. Participants who were expected to act as surrogate
mothers as young girls were deeply affected by this demand on their identity. When I
asked Carolina, a 42 year old participant with five children, where she got the idea that
she was only cut out to be a mother and a housewife, she replied:
Because that is what I did in my house. I took care of my brother and
sisters and I took care of my cousin - the neighborhood kids and my
summers all I did was baby-sit plus take care of the house. That’s all I
did.
Rosa was in charge of her younger siblings. Marguerita hovered in bed with her
siblings as her father terrorized her mother during many nights. Magdalena credits her
older sister, a woman that has never lived with her, as “saving her life.” Maria and her
sister protected each other as their parents fought. Both girls left home early, at 14 and
12, respectively. They relied on each other for the transmission of cultural information
because they believed that their parents did not teach them anything.
Most of the women I interviewed were either significant caregivers to younger
siblings in their homes, or they were cared for by older sisters assigned to the job.
While there are many positive results that emerge from being given this type of
responsibility, an unintended consequence of leading girls to believe that their primary
purpose is family care-giving may be that the female imagination is occluded to life’s
other possibilities.
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Positive Perceptions of Puerto Rico and Its Culture
It must be noted that the Puerto Rican women in my study often came from
close-knit families where it was understood and accepted that siblings would help one
another monetarily and emotionally. The interviewees in this study viewed this
positively. Although some of my participants’ descriptions of their home lives seem
fragmented and shattered, there is a solid feeling of sticking together as a group in the
Puerto Rican community. Research has shown that Puerto Rican teenagers are closer to
their parents than many other American adolescents. In fact, the attachment to parents
increases in middle adolescence (Erkut, Alarcon & Garcia Coll, 1999). Also, a
generosity of spirit is threaded throughout the participants’ stories.
Fathers and mothers, often with scant resources of their own, took in and fed
people when they were down on their luck. Sylvia’s father adopted a pregnant girl from
down the street. Mimi’s mother and father, parents of fourteen children, always had a
hungry stranger at the dinner table. La fdmilia and the extended community both hold a
revered place in the Puerto Rican mind. Life was consistently affirmed in the words of
my participants despite the harrowing circumstances generated by the social and
economic surround. This very positive and strong attribute of the Puerto Rican
community could be harnessed to yield promising, productive results in regard to
educating the children. It has been shown that in Puerto Rican culture parental
attachment and protection often buffers children from detrimental neighborhood
influences (Erkut, et al., 1999).
The majority of my participants embrace being Puerto Rican. They have great
pride in their ethnicity. Marguerita says, “You know, like my history and culture...!
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developed a sense of pride, of my ethnicity, once I became an adult.” Research has
documented that Puerto Rican pride is very high. Initial status of ethnic pride is 6.35
(on a Likert-type scale of one = low to seven = high) (Erioit, et al., 1999).
Amaryllis says, “My mother was always a happy person. Every Christmas we
had big... parandas*... we did those even in the freezing [cold], I mean, which was the
whole night into the next day.”
Saraya remembers the time spent in Puerto Rico as spiritually nourishing and
alive:
When I was in Puerto Rico I became close to older people.. .these two
families that were really poor and these older women... I would sit on
their floor because there was no furniture... she just sat in the hammock
and would tell me stories and little songs... There was a lot of harmony but
there was also a sense of need, where people helped each other. I saw
things that I had never seen and will never see and my kids would never
see... There was a porch and you sit there and you would rock in the
chair.. .My aunt.. .wouldn’t move from there...(She’d) go nowhere...One
day I saw these two men walking bare-footed. They were dressed in white
canvas... their skin was hard.. .There was something in a white sheet and
they were carrying it, one on one end and one on the other... I thought it
was an animal...1 asked my aunt...They were carrying...Somebody died
and they are bringing him down from the mountains to be buried at the
cemetery.. .that I will never forget...right down the main street...I
remember... a feast... I saw people in the town with httle candles lit and
then you looked up in the mountains - and all you saw were these little
fires - and I am like what is that? Very spiritual... fire songs.
Like Saraya’s, Renata’s memories of Puerto Rico are rich with warm imagery.
She recalls beautiful flowering trees and the soft glow of kerosene lanterns in the home.
But Renata also remembers missing her father who left his wife and six children for
months every year to pick tobacco in the Northeast. She was excited to come to the
United States at 15 and to be reunited with her father:
^ Parandas - Lively singing parades from house to house on Christmas Eve.
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This is a world we see in books... at that time [in Puerto Rico] we had no
electricity in our house.. .we were in the countiy... we had candles and we
had all the lanterns... the big old lanterns.. .that would be 1965... no
running water in the house either. We had our ways... That is why I think
I lost my eyesight so quickly.. .1 remember the car trip [when we left]
from my town to Santiago. And looking at the beautiful flowering trees
along the road...It was sad, but I wanted to be with my Dad.
Aisha, like so many of the other participants is proud of her cultural heritage in
many ways;
It’s fiin.. .the noise. We have like food and we have music. We have
dance and all this stuff... that everyone [takes part in]... We don’t care
who you are... purple, orange, you can do it...It’s all about color and life
and it’s ftm. You don’t want to sit there and be all down... Like oh man, I
am so worried [makes a mock dejected face].
For many of the women I interviewed being Puerto Rican and having strong ties
to the home culture swayed their adjustment to becoming rapidly Americanized. The
fi-equent trips back to the island, the comings and goings of close relatives to and fi-om
the island, and the extended visits that often included attending school in the home
country kept these potential scholars on the edge of a precipice between two worlds.
Yet most of my participants felt a healthy pride in their identity and a true pleasure with
all that their culture offers.

Final Thoughts
When cultures come together, the synergy that occurs, particularly in the initial
formation of the new hybrid culture, can lead to feelings of conflict in the culturally
transplanted individual. In the case of Puerto Rican women in America, it appears that
their option to exercise more autonomy is presented to them squarely at the same time
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that the traditional Latino male (albeit macho) conceptualization of the female-as-childbearer adheres.
Many Puerto Rican migrants who came to America during Operation Bootstrap
and during the great migration of the 1950’s did not come to mainland America with a
high level of education. In an article in Scribner’s Commentator, Hewitt (1940) laments
the forecasted influx of Puerto Ricans to New York because “so fast do they
reproduce... [and] roughly one-third of Porto Rican (sic) immigrants are black... [and]
so different is the moral code of Porto Rican (sic) natives...” that by “opening our back
door to this whole poorhose and pesthouse” how much room will there be for a “finely
sifted Select-List from the Old World.” (Hewitt, 1940, p.l2) This pejorative view of
Puerto Ricans not only shows how historically America preferred immigrants of
European descent, it is asserted to a backdrop of decreased employment opportunity for
the Puerto Rican male in America. The stark fiustration of males unable to support
their families can lead to drug or alcohol abuse to assuage feelings of helplessness and
eventually to the breakup of the family
Puerto Rican women, with high birth rates, are left to tend to large extended
families in mostly urban, cramped, and substandard conditions. Ultimately, Puerto
Ricans in the inner cities of the United States find themselves in the grip of a social
malaise, entrapped by a surround of force (Shorris,2000 ).
How should these very complex social issues that impact the lives of young,
promising people be addressed? I think Saraya spoke for many poor minorities when
she said, “I hate it when they talk a third world and this world.. .to me there is only one
world.”
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When educators in the United States come up with measures that treat groups of
students as “others” from a “third world” they marginalize these students and solidify
the idea that those who are struggling are to blame. However, the unique combination
of poverty and social forces that the participants in this study relate make clear that they
have experienced variables in their lives that have influenced their choices. These
variables include both class and race ideations and factors of prejudicial treatment that
are unique to their group. They have known extreme hardship that many middle class
students in public schools have not had to endure.
While there is no doubt that personal choice and pulling oneself up by one’s
bootstraps is essential for upward motion, it is germane that policymakers and those
educating Puerto Rican students understand that taking a deficit view of Puerto Rican
students can only lead to negative results. This is true, in part, because it encourages
those with the power to improve conditions for Puerto Rican students to look away from
their own part in the drama. It also blinds those analyzing these problems to the
complicated nature of the problem. “Deficit explanations have often considered
students and their families solely responsible for failure...how [have] schools and
society ...been complicitous in causing these failures?” (Nieto, Ramos-Zayas, Del
Valle, Walsh,, Pantoja,, & Perry, 1998).
In this chapter I have explored some of the early life experiences of the
participants as they relate to the gender, culture and family disjunction. I establish how
these factors have affected the participants’ education. In Chapter Five I continue to
present data on race identification, bilingualism, and school support. These three
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themes, also significant to school success, cropped up repeatedly in my interviews and
warrant further exploration.
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CHAPTER 5

THE INTERSECTION BETWEEN SELF, THE PUBLIC SPHERE, AND SCHOOL
Introduction
In Chapter 4,1 explored biographical data about my participants’ home culture
and their early formative experiences as female members of poor Puerto Rican families.
Their perceptions of key relationships in their lives enabled me to understand their
connection to school readiness, adjustment and achievement. These socio-cultural
factors, which affected their self-concept, have influenced the way my participants
experienced school.
In Chapter 5,1 examine what happens for participants when the self intersects
with the public sphere including education. When looking at how personal experiences
and ho+me culture mesh with school, two major themes emerged. First, the participants
spoke about being American students in a bilingual Spanish/English community. Then,
they investigated how their perceived racial and ethnic identity affected their chances at
school, including how academic support and guidance (or lack thereof) influenced their
educational progress.
The intersection of school and self is a social and intellectual crossroad in any
student’s life. Whether a student perceives a positive, growth-enhancing reception at
school, or feels stopped along the way, emerges from the meeting point between the
classroom expectation and her own sense of personhood. Research has shown that
acknowledgement and stimulation of student strengths can lead to enhanced learning
and self-image (Gardner, 1999). When school systems and teachers have low
expectations for specific ethnic or racial groups and respond negatively to members of
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that group by ignoring them or being unduly critical of their styles of speech and ways
of being, student potential is damaged (Nieto, 2000b; Flores-Gonzales, 2002).
Further, studies show that groups of students in United States schools
historically have been harmed by the institutionalized racism and/or ethnic prejudice
that is often played out in the classroom (Alcoff, 2000; Anderson, & Williams, 2001;
Bigler, 1999; Cordero-Guzman, ,1997; Bartolome & Macedo, 1997; Cummins, J.
1986; Jackson & Wijeyesinghe, 2001; Gracia & DeGreiff, 2000.)
The majority of participants in my study met with bilingual and racial prejudice
in the schools that materialized as low expectations for Puerto Rican students (Nieto,
1995 & 2000a). They reacted in a variety of negative ways, which in turn lessened their
chance for academic ascendancy. I will explore the bilingual facet of my participants’
experiences in United States schools first. I will then proceed to examine racial and
ethnic identity issues as they aflfect leaming.

Spanish/English Bilingualism and Its Effect on
Puerto Rican Participants in United States Schools
Bilingual speakers outside the mainstream in United States schools often
experience scant opportunity for academic success (Hakuta,1986; Figueroa & Valdes,
1994; Diaz-Soto, 1997; Cordero-Guzman, 1997). When an individual fi-om a
beleaguered ethnic or racial group interfaces with the ethos of a mainstream school
environment, either a positive or negative reaction occurs, most often negative (FrauRamos & Nieto, 1993; Ogbu, 1991).
Debates about how to instruct native Spanish speakers in the United States have
raged for years (Cummins & Swain, 1986; Nieto, 1995; Ogbu, 1991; Porter 1996).
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Often educators and politicians arguing on either side of this debate are stuck in old
ways of thinking. They use a model of assimilation that worked for many immigrants
coming to America in the nineteenth century and the first 60 years of the twentieth
(Hakuta & Bialystok, 1994). Non-English speakers entering the United States were, for
the most part, encouraged to assimilate by speaking English only (Hakuta, 1986). As a
result, many native languages were lost to second and third generation Americans.
Today there is a difference in how non-English speakers adapt to the English speaking
American mainstream, particularly within the Hispanic population of the United States
(Huntington, 2004). This difference is not only fueled by a determination to retain
Spanish, but by concrete sociological factors that affect the way in which new
Americans assimilate (Edmonston & Passel, 1994).
Prior to this current era immigrants spoke a variety of different languages and
still do, but now, in the 21^ century, fully half of those entering the United States speak
a single non-English language (Spanish) (United States Census Bureau, 2001). Also,
for the first time in United States history. Spanish-speaking enclaves dominate major
United States cities (Alba & Nee, 2003). For example, the Hispanization of Miami by
Cubans has no precedent in U.S. history. Likewise, as of2003,40 percent of the people
in Hartford, Connecticut hail fi’om Latino backgrounds, largely Puerto Rican, and that
number is growing. The American Southwest is now mostly made up of Hispanics. By
2002, 70 percent of the students in Los Angeles were Hispanic, mostly Mexican. With
such large concentrations of Spanish speakers in various regions of the United States,
the need to conduct commerce and government in English has diminished (Huntington,
2004).
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These demographics combine with other factors relevant to Hispanic culture,
such as strong family ties and home culture identification and have led to a new
language ethos in the United States (Gibson & Lennon, 2001). It has also been well
documented that Hispanics are more invested in maintenance of their native language
than Asians who immigrate to America (Edmonston & Passel, 1994). These trends for
Spanish speakers to keep their language alive are further strengthened by social factors
such as circular migration (Nieto, 1995), as is the case for both Puerto Ricans and
Mexicans. Puerto Ricans are already citizens of the United States and Mexicans come
from a land that was originally part of the United States. Those in power who believe
that they can stick to an old model of America as an English-only nation are possibly
ignoring hard facts regarding these new Spanish-speaking immigrants.
When I interviewed participants about their understanding of their position in
the United States as Spanish speakers or as people who strongly identify with a Spanish
speaking community, I received a variety of responses, some of which contradict what
the literature states. Some participants felt strongly that Spanish speakers must adapt to
English and forfeit the right to use Spanish in public spaces. Mimi was a good example
of this when she declared that “They shouldn’t even use Spanish in ATMs [Automatic
Teller Machines].” Others, like Delia, Saraya, and Renata said that Spanish should be
honored not only in the classroom but also in the marketplace and government. Among
most of the Puerto Rican women I interviewed, there was a fair amount of confusion
and indecision about the place that Spanish should hold in American public life.
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Loss of Native Language and Identity Confusion
Of the 16 participants in my study, only Aisha spoke no Spanish. The rest of the
participants were fluent in Spanish by varying degrees. Some of them spoke street
Spanish and communicated with Spanish speaking family members in a rudimentary
manner, others spoke Spanglish (English and Spanish mixed together within discrete
words), some code-switched (went from English words to Spanish words in one
sentence), and the remainder had fluency in both languages. Although Aisha’s parents
are Spanish speakers, she claimed that she was only spoken to in English at home.
However, when I questioned Aisha’s mother, Luz, who is also a participant in this
study, she reported that both languages are and always have been spoken in the home.
Ironically, it was not just those who struggled with English who felt the sting of
prejudice. Those participants who were not as fluent in their Spanish language felt
isolated and stigmatized as well. For example, Aisha felt strongly that most Puerto
Ricans identify through the use of the Spanish language. She often felt the strain of not
being a Spanish speaker and had this to say about feeling like she belonged as a Puerto
Rican, “There is so much stuff you have to prove.. .It is so annoying.”
Marguerita also felt excluded as a youngster because she did not “speak the right
Spanish for a Puerto Rican.” Participants who were not conversant in their ancestors’
native tongue often saw not being fluent in Spanish as a stigma. Marguerita said, “The
kids in the bilingual program...didn’t like us...because we didn’t know Spanish. They
said we thought we were white.”
Similarly Carolina, who was bom in Puerto Rico and came to the United States
at ten years of age, felt awkward in school because her Spanish was not the same as the
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Spanish spoken in Puerto Rico. She spoke Spanglish and code-switched, like many of
my participants. She said, “I am not American, and I am not Puerto Rican, so I really
don’t belong an^ywhere.”
Mantza, who speaks both languages fluently but has no Spanish accent when
she speaks English, remembers feeling little sympathy for fellow Spanish speakers who
stayed in bilingual education for too long. At the same time, Maritza felt an identity
confusion directly linked to her own use of English in school:
It baffled me... Why don’t I have a Spanish accent?.. .It comes out when
Fm drinking a little too much...Otherwise I don’t have one.. .Now I
realize that [people who don’t give up their Spanish in school] don’t want
to let go of their culture, and they feel that learning English will make
them let go of their culture... I don’t know where I stand...
This confiision about which language to use in order to maintain cultural identity
was also shared by Mimi, Loida, Aisha, Magdalena, Marguerita and Victoria. All of
these participants were placed in English-only classes either right from the start or by
third grade, and consequently, all expressed the belief that they were ahead
academically compared to their relatives, friends or neighbors who “languished” in
bilingual education. Although these participants felt that they did better academically
by being in English-only classes, they simultaneously felt diminished in the eyes of
their culture as opposed to schoolmates who maintained Spanish in the educational
setting. In the social sphere, which contributes heavily to academic success and
feelings of belonging (Macedo, 2000), these women felt as though they had somehow
betrayed their roots. Puerto Rican poet Martin Espada (1998) feels that “the repression
of Spanish is part of a larger attempt to silence Latinos” (p. 82). Espada put the matter
succinctly when he found himself excoriated for greeting a colleague in Spanish at the
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State House in Massachusetts. Espada said of the state official who ostracized him for
the use of his native tongue, “He can rip my tongue out if he wants. But it won’t work,
porque yo hablo espanol con el corazon” (“because I speak Spanish with my heart”)
(p. 76).

Problems with Assessing and Placing Bilingual Students in Courses
Decisions about assessing whether participants should be placed in bilingual
classes were often based on arbitrary data, and/or parental direction. Aisha, although
she spoke no Spanish, was placed in bilingual education for the first three months of
first grade. Finally, after those three months, the school figured out that Aisha did not
belong in bilingual education. Like Aisha, Carolina experienced a disconcerting
placement for a significant family member. Her son was placed in bilingual education
because he has a Spanish surname She was able to get him transferred because he is,
and always has been, dominant in English. Maria’s child, also stronger in English than
Spanish, was placed in bilingual education for kindergarten and all of first and second
grade. It wasn’t until a social worker helped Maria to identify that her daughter was in
bilingual education that Maria pulled her out. Ironically, Maria’s own mother decided
when Maria was in sixth grade that she should be switched to English only classes, and
the school administrators fiilfilled her wish. Victoria’s mother had her switched in
second grade. When asked why she was in bilingual education prior to second grade
Victoria replied as follows:
Because our parents didn’t speak English.. .But [my mother] knew that
English was important so she switched me to another school in the middle
of the year... [I was placed] in all English [classes]... Then I was in regular
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school...The teacher was really mean... She would shake her head, “Why
is she in here if she can’t speak English?” So I stayed back in second
grade.
The idea, as expressed by Victoria and others, that bilingual classes are not
“regular” school fiirther undermines the value of placement in bilingual education.
Also, the criterion for deciding how students should be placed in terms of their ability to
learn in English is often burdened by assumptions and capricious determinations
(Hamayan & Damico, 1991). Both Maria and Victoria were placed and held in
bilingual classes based on inadequate assessment of their language skills. Some
researchers believe that teachers should be the prime determiners of Spanish-speaking
students’ capability to learn in English only (Stefanakis, 2000). Also, some states, like
Massachusetts, have made moves to correct this situation. As of 2003, bilingual
students in Massachusetts must be assessed via an instrument called MELA-0
(Massachusetts English Learner Assessment). This tool mandates that qualified
assessors consider a student’s readiness for English language learning using class
observations as well as written tests. However, both Aisha and Carolina’s son were
placed in bilingual education for reasons that did not include such thoughtful
consideration. They were placed in bilingual education simply because they had
Spanish surnames. This generalized lack of informed assessment on the part of the
schools is well documented (Collins, 2001).
On the flip side, assessment of academic skills is also key in the case of Spanish
speakers who are advanced learners. Often they are erroneously placed in low- level
English classes, or even special education or pull-out programs where their peers have
markedly lower capabilities. This was the case for Renata, previously discussed in
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Chapter Four, who came from Puerto Rico as an “A” student, only to be placed in the
lowest tracked class in ninth grade. She immediately realized the stigma and the slowed
pace.
Just as Aisha and Maria were placed arbitrarily in bilingual education classes, 11
participants came from homes where only Spanish was spoken, yet they were educated
in English-only classrooms. Amaryllis and Sylvia had some early bilingual
experiences, but were placed in English-only classes early in their elementary school
careers. Participants expressed confusion about the efficacy of bilingual programs, and
sometimes seemed unclear about whether they experienced bilingual education at all.
Maria at first reported that she was in all English classes all the way through her school
years. When questioned further, she said she was in bilingual classes until sixth grade.
Those with a solid English academic experience, like Mimi, Marta, Lydia, Rosa, Maria,
Marguerita and Amaryllis, felt strongly about what they considered to be the mistake of
allowing Spanish to be spoken and used in the American public schools. For example,
Sylvia felt outrage that, “There are some kids that come from Puerto Rico that go in the
bilingual [program] and don’t learn any English. And I, I truly get upset about that.”
Saraya, who is fluent in Spanish, but was educated in English, except for her four years
in Puerto Rico, felt mixed about whether students should receive bilingual education.
I am all for it.. .1 think it has to be gradual... I really believe though that
more emphasis should be put on.. .when you walk into a classroom you
really speak English. Forget the Spanish.. .It is difficult to teach someone
a language when they are not even proficient in their own.. .Most of the
people here, their Spanish is not that great, and then they don’t speak
English. So their children go to school speaking this broken Spanish and
they don’t speak English...
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The idea that bilingual education is not carried out in ways that are helpful to
Spanish speakers when they enter American schools was reiterated by Carolina who
said, “The kids in bilingual ed are given baby stuff to do, not like the regular classes.”
Most troubling is the fact that there is no solid basis or set policy for determining
placement for dual language Spanish/English speakers.
For the most part, the participants in this study felt that retaining Spanish was a
plus. However, they also thought that the schools implemented bilingual education in
ways that hurt Spanish speakers. That is, participants felt that in theory bilingual
education was a positive feature lacking in American education, but they also felt that it
was executed in slipshod ways without enough accountability. Yet most felt that being
placed in bilingual education classes or lower tracked classes stigmatized them.

Bilingual Classes are Perceived as the Dumb Classes
Several participants voiced the idea that the general school population perceived
students placed in bilingual classes as “dumb.” Carolina said that, “kids in bilingual
classes were looked at as retarded.” Even though the literature says that Spanish
speakers want to retain Spanish, my participants had mixed responses to whether
bilingual classes should be held in school.
For example, Magdalena, who was not placed in bilingual classes, but who
spoke Spanish at home with her grandmother, recalls treating fellow students poorly
who were placed in bilingual classes:
We always talked like [the] bilingual class is for the dumb kids... You are
in America, so speak English. Why are you going to speak Spanish all the
time? You are not going to get a job if you don’t know how to speak
English.
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Like Magdalen^ and Carolina, Amaryllis recalls conceptualizing the bilingual
Spanish/English speakers in her middle school as “stupid.” Her ex-husband and father
of her three children went all through school as a bilingual student. She had this to say,
“My ex was a bilingual ed [student],.. .Bilingual ed is known as the dumb kids. In
junior high they weren’t thought of as being the smartest kids.. .He didn’t learn a lot. It
was a lot of fooling around.” Interestingly, Amaryllis entered school as a Spanish-only
speaker, but by third grade she was placed in English-only classes. Yet, she thought of
herself as a far more capable student than her ex-husband because she was placed in
English only classes throughout her entire school career.
Renata, who came from Puerto Rico at 15, remembers several instances when
she felt ostracized because of the difficulties in learning a new language. She
remembers that her excruciating shyness was exacerbated by self-consciousness about
speaking English in public:
Words like the seashore and the chores that you do in the house. For the
longest time and still today, I am conscious about which one I am going to
say before I can say it.. .There are a lot of words like that or they look the
same or they sound different.. .1 have to always stop first.. .1 was
miserable.
Although Renata wasn’t placed in bilingual education classes, she was placed in
the lowest English class, making this once “A” student in Puerto Rico feel that being
bilingual is synonymous with being “slow” in school. This affected Renata’s selfconcept and hastened her decision to drop out of school the following year. Renata
always liked school and graduated from ninth grade in Puerto Rico with honors. She
was “devastated” when held back a year in the United States. After she was put in a
low track English class, she remembers being “miserable for the whole year.” When the
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year ended she felt too humiliated to return to school. She said, “I didn’t say anything
[to my parents],.. They couldn’t help me... They didn’t speak English... Finally I told
them I am 16,..I am getting a job...I was so relieved at the year’s end.” Clearly, for
Renata being thought of as “slow” because she spoke another language was a handicap
in school. Furthermore, Renata’s experience is a prime example of how terms such as
Limited English Proficiency (LEP) and other institutionalized educational tracks,
including bilingual education, perpetuate deficit views of people who ironically have
the capacity to think and speak in two languages instead of one (Cummins, 1984, 1986;
Valenzuela, 1999). Some researchers have suggested that students who are of low
socio-economic status (SES) and are members of marginalized ethnic groups become
part of a resistance culture that rejects behaviors leading to success in school (Bennett,
1995; Ogbu, 1987, 1997). This appears to be true for Maritza, Marguerita, Mayra,
Sylvia, Amaryllis, Victoria and Aisha, all of whom resisted school by getting in trouble
and/or dropping out. It may also be true that getting pregnant as a teenager, aside fi’om
filling other psychological and emotional needs, may be a way of resisting school
(Alarcdn, et al., 1996; Canedy, 2001, Luker, 1996; Williams, 1991).
Aside fi'om thorny issues of dual language maintenance in the United States, a
country that has mixed feelings about imagining its citizenry as bilingual, there were
other factors that heavily impacted the individuals in this study as they tried to carve a
place for themselves in the American academy. One of those issues, racial identity,
arose as a strong indicator of self-perception in the classroom. In fact, Urciuoli (1998)
has posited that language prejudice is often a form of covert race and class prejudice. In
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the next section I will examine how the participants in this study conceptualized their
racial identity and what it meant to their lives at school.

Schooling Experienced Via Racial and Ethnic Identity
Issues of racial and ethnic identity have bearing on the educational experiences
of students in United States schools (Jackson 8c Wijeyesinghe, 2001). Of what
importance is racialization to students in America’s schools? Segregation in public
education and its aftermath has resulted in a pervasive institutionalized racism in
American schools that still lingers (Urcuioli, 1998; Wilson, 1999). Mainstream
American education may enact values of white privilege of which the white educational
community is not completely aware (Lewis, 2001; McIntosh, 1990). Embedded in
theories of race, questions about the Hispanic/Latino identity in the United States are
further clouded by notions about whether Hispanics should be viewed as an ethnicity, a
race, or both (Gracia et al, 2000). There are those who think that the term Hispanic has
been racialized in this country (Mendieta, 2000; Alcoff, 2000). In the United States,
with its rigid racial categories, research has shown that Puerto Ricans do not see
themselves as white or black (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). Throughout all of my
interviews, participants spoke about race and prejudice against Puerto Ricans as major
components of their educational experiences.
Of the 16 participants in this dissertation study, not one identified as white or
black. When asked with which racial category they identified, all 16 participants said,
“I’m Puerto Rican.” As stated in Chapter One, Puerto Ricans of all colors self-identify
as Puerto Ricans first (Rodriguez, 1989; Oquendo, 1998). Renata said of herself, “I
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really don’t think of myself as colored.. .though I had such a hard time at school.”
Marguerita explains with fiustration “The whole racism/discrimination thing is totally
based on physical characteristics.” She goes on to say that in Brookfield, a city with
more blacks than Puerto Ricans, “there is more discrimination toward black
people...because we [Puerto Ricans] are lighter.”
As for ethnic identification, it is of interest to note that Puerto Ricans are among
the very few ethnic groups in America who do not h5rphenate their ethnicity when
referring to themselves or their cultural group. Unlike Cuban-Americans, AsianAmericans, African-Americans and Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans simply refer to
themselves as Puerto Rican. This may partly be due to their “colonized” status. Puerto
Rico is a commonwealth of the United States and, as stated previously, Puerto Ricans
do not need passports to enter this country. However, Puerto Ricans from Puerto Rico
do not have a representative in the United States Congress and do not vote in mainland
elections. This places them in a unique position as Americans (Monge, 1997; Walsh,
1998).
Some Latinos in the United States identify with the Association of White
Hispanics. Others argue against terms like “White Hispanics” and “Black Hispanics”
because this type of thinking is not common among Hispanic people (Allen, 1994).
Traditionally, Hispanics identify by culture and nationality, not race. In
addition, most Puerto Rican families and Latino families have members who run the
gamut from light to dark complexions. For example, in this study four participants have
dark skin and the other participants’ skin color varied from medium to very light.
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All the participants in this study perceived ethnic prejudice in the classroom.
They felt that their status as Puerto Ricans was looked down upon, and some
experienced, either directly or via family members, more prejudice concomitant with
the darkness of their own or loved ones’ skin color in their larger social world. This is
important because that larger social world cannot be separated completely from school,
a place where social attitudes are reflected (Flores-Gonzalez, 2002). Research has also
shown that black women suffer more prejudice than white women do (Ladner, 1971)
and that Puerto Rican women with dark skin endure triple prejudice, that of being
perceived as black, Puerto Rican, and female (Jorge, 1986). At the same time, many
participants felt prejudice from within their own cultural community because members
of their group of origin perceived them to be acting or trying to be “too white.” This
type of exclusion from one’s own cultural group can lead to an effort on the part of the
targeted person to disengage or “disidentify” with those who are successful in the
school domain, in this case white people (Major & Schmader, 1998; Ogbu, 1997).

Stories About Puerto Ricans with Darker Skin
In Chapter 1, Magdalena told of an unsettling incident that she experienced
when her “darker skinned brother” was followed suspiciously around a mall.
Magdalena interpreted this as race prejudice and reacted very angrily. She also
perceived that her treatment in the public sphere, including her treatment in school, was
more beneficial than was her brother’s because of her “lighter skin color.” Her brother
always had difficulty in school and became a drug user.
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Like Magdalena, Rosa experienced disturbing racial signals from and about
family members, which made her feel self-conscious about her skin color. Rosa has
dark skin and when she was about to get married to her husband, who is also Puerto
Rican, his mother did not respond positively: “My mother-in-law did not want me for
her son, because I am a black girl. My family has white people in it.. .they never felt
that way.. .you know what? I say milk has no flavor, chocolate does.”
After the mamage, Rosa’s mother-in-law continued to speak negatively to her.
“She still says things that hurt me.. .1 ignore it... She never wanted her daughters to
marry anybody dark or with coarse hair and stuff either. It was so fimny.” Then Rosa
adds that in her family of origin the attitude about skin color is the reverse. Rosa says,
Actually, in my own family the dark side of the family did not accept the
light side of the family. We had the reverse... even though the light ones
are more economically advanced, did better at school and were bom in
this place.
Both Rosa and Magdalena experienced racial prejudice, as did Amaryllis when
she married her second husband, whom she calls “Jamaica.” Amaryllis characterizes
herself as “light skinned Puerto Rican” yet says, “I don’t want the title, white. I don’t
want the title, black.” When Amaryllis married her second husband her mother reacted
badly:
My husband is dark, dark, dark, darker than me. I mean he’s really
dark... and my mother... found out that I was with a black man, and she
was like aren’t there any good looking Puerto Rican light-skinned people?
But it’s like, Ma, people are people, you know?
When Saraya was sent to her mother’s side of the family in Puerto Rico, she
found them to be unfamiliar with her type of look. Her mother’s family is light with
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straight hair. Saraya is darker than they are and her hair is coarse. She remembers
feeling different:
It’s sad to say, but ever5nvhere you go people look at you differently
because they judge you by your color.. .Even in Puerto Rico there are the
whites who belong to the Lion’s Club...and no dark people could
belong.. .My mom’s family was basically your typical Latino
[femily]. ..with a lot of Indian where their hair was straight and here
comes this girl [Saraya] with black hair - coarse hair - and so they had to
readjust themselves... I was black... even though I identify Latina... Yet
my father is a very interesting mixture. My father’s father was from
somewhere in Africa. We think maybe Liberia. His mother’s father was
an Arab - pure Arab and his mother was Puerto Rican...
Saraya, like many others I interviewed, had to navigate confusing waters in her
social surround and within her family of origin in order to determine her identity. Aisha
felt prejudice in school, not only because she was Puerto Rican, but because she
remembers often being mistaken for a young black woman. She said, “with [my] name
I might as well be black. I wasn’t treated too good in 9 grade [because of it].” These
stories are particularly relevant because research has shown that low income children
who also feel racial discrimination in the classroom begin to believe that it is impossible
for them to do well in school (Goleman,1988).
Saraya, Magdalena, Maritza, Rosa, Aisha and Amaryllis all had personal
experiences that made them question where they stood in terms of black identity in the
pantheon of racial hierarchy in America. Ironically, other participants fought against
pejorative perceptions by peers and family members when they, or members of their
family, were seen as trying to be or act “white.” For many participants the struggle to
keep defining themselves against white norms was constant in their lives. Research has
shown that in the academic arena when a student internalizes beliefs about negative
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stereotypes her school and test performance can be negatively affected (Aronson &
Salinas, 1998; Aronson, Steele, Salinas, & Lustina, 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995).

Finding a Place as a Puerto Rican - The Attitude Toward Whiteness
For Puerto Ricans, and for other people of color, the constant need to carve a
niche for themselves arises directly from the configuration of United States society,
which is obsessed with racial categories. Researchers have explained ethnicity as
persons belonging to a group with a common nationality, culture or language
(Betancourt & Lopez, 1993). Race, on the other hand, is defined as a category
including people who share biological traits that are sociologically significant like skin
color and hair texture (Macionis, 1991). The women I interviewed demonstrated
repeatedly that they had to traverse a world of racial categorization when speaking of
themselves as Puerto Rican. The struggle to find a way to conceptualize themselves as
Puerto Ricans and as students was expressed by all of the participants I interviewed.
Many participants in this study expressed beliefs about whiteness that illustrated
the difficulties they felt when trying to traverse two worlds, that of the Puerto Rican,
and that of the white person in school or at work. Like Amaryllis, all participants
eschewed “the title white” ^d “the title black.” In particular, participants had difficulty
aligning with the concept of a white image, yet knew that to work or go through school
successfully, they would be forced to emulate white behaviors.
When Amaryllis went for her first job as a hairdresser, she quickly realized that
she would have to “act white” to get the job:
[Clients] would see a Puerto Rican, and they [would say], “We don’t want
that one touching my hair,” you know the client would say it... the one job
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I did find, I purposely dressed white, okay? I dressed white. I had a brown
dress up to here[points to below knees]. I had some clogs... And it was
with a little shirt like this kind of [white cotton]... I nailed that job...
Like Amaryllis’s experience in the workplace, Maria experienced a compulsion
to try on white behaviors in public school. In elementary school Maria, who has light
skin, went to a mostly white school and did not feel discrimination. However, in middle
school, which had a mixture of Puerto Rican and white students, Maria felt caught
between two worlds. “None of the Anglo kids liked [me]... because [I was] Puerto
Rican...The Puerto Rican girls, they would call me white because I would wear like
turtlenecks.., and preppy clothes.” Maria also experienced race identification confusion
in her own family. Maria has five children and feels that her son, Jose, who is very
light, tries to act white. She has asked him, “What are you? Puerto Rican or white?”
And he says, “I’m white.” And she says, “No, you’re not white. You’re Puerto
Rican.” To which he would answer, “No. I’m white. My fiiends tell me I’m white.”
Amaryllis’ son is light with blue eyes. She says this about him: “My son says he’s not
Puerto Rican. He’s white.”
Marguerita, who does not want to “act white” is often accused of doing so. She
now has a good job in a social service agency in Wolking. She says that she is one of
the few people from her community to attain the high status that she has. Often, when
Marguerita is with her sisters, they chide her for acting white. Marguerita tells of a time
when one of her sisters was at her house and they watched a quiz show together. When
Marguerita knew all the answers, her sister had this to say, “ Well, that’s the whiteness
in you girl. You knew all the questions.” (Here Marguerita laughs). Marguerita makes
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sense of the confiision about how she is seen by others in this way: “I consider myself
bi-cultural.. .It’s really weird how I feel about my blood.”
Aisha, like Marguerita, remembers feeling caught between the white, black and
Puerto Rican worlds in school. She would “pretend she [wasn’t] Puerto Rican because
[she] couldn’t speak Spanish.” In terms of her racial identity, she said people “thought I
was a light skinned black - my name sounds like that anyway.”
Mimi, like Marguerita and Carolina, feels tom about how to identify herself
ethnically and racially:
A lot of Puerto Ricans, especially in my family, are so proud to be Puerto
Ricans.. .1 don’t necessarily identify myself with any culture. I’m just
me... One brother in particular tells me all the time that I think that I’m
white. Like, what the hell does that mean? Just because I wear these
constmction boots in the wintertime he says that I think I’m white and my
kids are half white and I don’t get what he means. I tell him, you can’t be
proud of who you are because you had nothing to do with it. You were
bom, you know. You have to be proud of what you do.
Mimi said that when she was recently stopped by a police officer and given a
speeding ticket, the officer ticked off “white” in the box marked to identify her race.
Mimi, who has light skin, became indignant and said, “Excuse me, officer, but I’m not
white.” Renata, like Mimi, felt critical of white people’s racial perception of Puerto
Ricans when she said, “Most white persons say about us, they are all Latinos, but when
we see each other we know.” Here, Renata, like many other women I interviewed,
shows that she finds white people shallow when they lump all Latinos together as a
group. It is also a telling statement about how complex the issues of ethnicity are for
these Puerto Rican women. Renata also experienced prejudice when she and her
husband moved to an all white neighborhood. She said, “It took the neighbors a really
long time to come around. I think they thought that all Puerto Ricans have kmves.”
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Many of my participants struggled against these types of negative stereotypes in school
and in their social surround.
Sylvia is a blonde, blue-eyed Puerto Rican woman. She, like Mimi, Renata and
Maria experienced the need to define or defend whom she is because she is Puerto
Rican. When her family moved to the United Statps in her kindergarten year, she
remembers how she felt as a new resident in a Northeastern city living among a lot of
whites:
I think because I was light skinned, it wasn’t that bad.. .But still they
would call us cockroaches... They were always saying that we were pigs
and stuff...But in general, I guess because I was light skinned I was pretty
privileged that nobody ever [really] bothered us...
Sylvia also felt discrimination from both Puerto Ricans and black people in her
school and neighborhood when she was growing up:
The Puerto Ricans were like, “You’re not Puerto Rican. You’re white”... I
used to get beat up a lot and my brother too [because we looked
white].. .One time my brother got chased [from school], and they took his
pants, and he went home in his underpants.
Sylvia’s father had to ask the principal for special permission to have fus
daughter and son released early from school, much like Amaryllis and her sister did as
shown in Chapter 4. Sylvia said of this special treatment, “You know, it was lonely. It
was like we had to hurry up and walk home before the rest of the kids.” Her mother was
frustrated with the poor treatment her children received in their new neighborhood and
insisted that the family move. They moved to a more “white” neighborhood. Sylvia
described the dynamics of their move this way:
My dad looked Irish so it was easy for him.. .He didn’t have that much of
a bad accent or anything.. .If they knew that we were Spanish people, they
wouldn’t have rented us that place. Our name was Robles.. .He [father]
would pronounce his name Rubbles. He said they’ll think we’re
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Greek.. .Then when I went to middle school the teacher said, “Sylvia
Rubbles?” and I said, “No. My name is Robles.”

Being Puerto Rican in School and in the 'Hood
Marguerita, like Sylvia, Saraya, Rosa, and Loida, felt less discrimination when
she was one of a handful of Puerto Ricans at school. She, like others in this study,
began to feel discrimination in school when she moved to districts with larger
populations of Puerto Ricans. If each cultural group teaches its members lessons about
living (Casanova, 1987; Kagan, 1983), then it is possible that when larger numbers of
one cultural group are congregated in a school district, the dominant, mainstream group
is uncomfortable at a more intense level with the customs, traditions and language of
the marginalized group. Thus, the more Puerto Ricans in a school or neighborhood, the
more prejudice and discrimination Puerto Ricans experience. Maria says about her first
experience in a mostly white elementary school, “I was a minority, but people accepted
me.” However, when Maria went to Wolking High School, where roughly half the
population is Puerto Rican she said, “That’s when I felt like I was exposed to
discrimination and racism the most.”
Like Marguerita, Luz felt less discrimination in New Jersey, where the
population in her school and neighborhood had a range of ethnicities and races. Luz
remembers, “It was diverse. There were Puerto Rican families, black, Greek, [and
other] white people.” When Luz moved to Wolking, with its larger Puerto Rican
population, she claims, “Here [in Wolking] is when I came to realize that there was
prejudice,.. .and it was within the whole community.”
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Luz remembers many instances when she was spoken to in a condescending
manner because of her ethnic affiliation:
The prejudice was right there... You walk out the door and hear
it...“Spic”...Actually I have heard it in K-Mart here in Wolking, and I
didn’t even know what the word meant. I came home and asked my
brother. He said it was a dirty Puerto Rican.. .1 was about eleven at the
time.. .Another time a girl at school said, “Oh, something smells around
here. It can’t be us white people because we white people smell good.”
Luz also recalls teachers who did not treat people of color equitably within the
educational setting. One incident she recalls was an experience during a school play
when a student threw a hat from the stage while performing. The boy playing the hat¬
throwing character was black, and the hat was somehow lost after his action. Luz
remembers the teachers talking negatively about this young student.
He was black, you know, and I could hear them [teachers] talking.. .1
remember the way they were speaking about it... “Oh he lost his
hat... You know how colored [people] are...” So that is when I started
realizing. ..this is what they mean by prejudice.
Other participants felt prejudice in school from teachers because of their Puerto
Rican identity. Magdalena felt particularly seared by a teacher in middle school who
she felt did not like Puerto Ricans. Magdalena remembers her experience with that
teacher this way:
There was a lot of tension between me and that teacher and she didn’t like
Puerto Ricans and when I got pregnant like there was so much tension...If
I came in late she would say to the class, “See, that is why young women
should not get pregnant.. .Tliat is why Hispanic women [end up the way
they do]... She would say it straight up... Sometimes I would ask to go to
the bathroom and cry in the bathroom... Just to relieve my stress.
Maritza also felt her teachers were “prejudiced” against Puerto Ricans and later
in this chapter she tells the tale of how she believes she was expelled from high school
because of her ethnic heritage.
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Some participants, like Renata, Aisha and Maria felt that teachers ignored them
because they were Puerto Rican. Renata had this to say about not being seen or heard:
“I think for them I was invisible somehow.. .It was like they didn’t even want to
bother.. .1 think they felt they couldn’t help me because I was Spanish.” Aisha felt
“unseen” in ninth grade (which she repeated three times until she dropped out). She
remembers being “so scared” the first year of high school and feels she did not connect
with any teachers in her new, big vocational high school.
On the other hand, Carolina resented when school personnel catered to Puerto
Ricans just because, “We are another race. They act like we can’t do what other people
do.” When asked what she meant by “catered to” Carolina said, “They make things too
easy for us. It’s insulting.” Carolina also often felt that when white teachers
complimented her on her work that it was “phony.”
For many participants their confidence and level of engagement with school
waned as they advanced in grade. Twelve of the participants in the study enjoyed
elementary school and felt enthused about learning. These students began to show signs
of school resistance, lack of interest, and disengagement in middle school. This pattern
is consistent with research on girls and the relationship changes they undergo at puberty
as it affects school (Gilligan, 1982; Sadker & Sadker,1994 Stockard, Schmuck,
Kempner, Williams, Edson & Smith, 1980)). Feelings of lack of support throughout
their middle and high school years were widespread among the participants in this
study. Some students did have special teachers who encouraged them, and those
teachers held great meaning for the participants and are still remembered with fondness.
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In the next and last section of this chapter I will explore my participants’ perceptions of
how their schools did or did not support them as students

School Support and Curricular Giiidancft
In the last three sections on racial and ethnic identity, I addressed how
participants’ lives were affected by trying to position themselves as Latinos in a society
that is race obsessed. I spoke about the personal impact on participants of being Puerto
Rican and having dark skin, and/or of trying on white behaviors and what it means to be
a Puerto Rican in a wider social context. Now I will further address the impact of
teachers and other educators on the lives of these students within the context of race and
language use in the classroom.
Carolina expressed what she perceived to be the difference in treatment between
white students and students of color in Wolking High School. She said, “With white
kids - its not are you going to college? It’s what college are you going to?” Other
participants, like Lydia, Marguerita, Victoria, Mimi and Luz told of a lack of
information about college as they went through secondary school. Luz remembers not
knowing what the SAT’s (Standard Achievement Tests) were and not being prepared in
any way. Yet, in most white middle and upper class high schools there is a great deal of
preparation and talk about these tests.
Marguerita remembers feeling strongly that the teachers in Wolking High
School were prejudiced against Puerto Ricans and black people:
What’s so horrible is.. .teachers treat you bad simply because you’re
Puerto Rican instead of.. like treating you like a kid that wants to learn.
When I was a senior...no one ever told me I could go to college... My
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guidance counselor ne\^ told me I could go to cdl^e. Never! I didn’t
ev’eo know Wolkii^ Community College existed ...
WTien Marguerita came into the New Roads to College program, she had
dif5cult>' sticking with it at first, and had to come back: the following year, a year that
she w’as able to graduate fi'om the program and gain six college credits. She has now
completed Wofldng Communit>^ CoUege and is interviewing as a candidate for special
admission in a first tier college in a small New’ England community I am told that with
her reccMd of mostl>’ A’s and B’s at the community collie, she has an excellent chance
<rfgettii^ in. How could it be that no one id«itified or nurtured Marguerita’s potratial
to do college wxnk throu^KXit her high school years?
Many participants reported that they were not «Jcouraged to join any
extracurricular ^idvities at school Ai^ said, “There were no sports for me. No plays.
No school paper.”
E^’en students, like Sylvia, wiio is an excellait dancer, does not r«nember any
opportunity throughout her school years where she w’as able to exercise or further her
talent at school Elev'en participants reported never having been in a school play, on
any type of spcxts tpam intramural or otbCTwise and nev er having been invited to join a
school club.
As for dassrocnn experiCTces, many participants perceived prgudicial treatment
bv teachers in the dassnxxn I have alread>’ covered some experiences directly related
to race and ethnichy. For example, Maritza told of an encounter with a scb<x)l
administrator, which she believed was made w’orse because of prejudice. Maritza
admitted to bdi^ a mischievous student in high school, and she had this to say about
how a the principa] of her school treated her.
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We [Maritza and two Puerto Rican friends] got caught leaving school
premises and going to Burger King, which was right next door to the
school, for lunch. We got demerits... but then we got booted. She [the
principal] didn’t like us.. .For one we got in trouble, but the same person
could do it that wasn’t Hispanic and they would just get detention.. .They
wouldn’t he booted out...
After Maritza was kicked out of school, she never finished. She ended up
getting a GED a few years later. Like Maritza, Amaryllis remembers a math teacher in
high school who had “no interaction with the students” and “didn’t like Puerto Ricans.”
She was struggling in his class and perceived his level of commitment this way;
If you came in late he was just going to stare you dirty.. .No concern... for
the student... You ask him questions and... he’ll say go to a tutor.. .He
wasn’t going to interact with you on a human level. He was just dishing
out information, and if you got it, good. If you didn’t...
Another example of prejudice based on race and/or ethnicity was explicated
earlier in this chapter when Marguerita told of how she overheard a teacher speaking
pejoratively about a black student. According to Marguerita, the teacher said, “Oh, you
know how colored people are.”
Both Amaryllis and Marguerita had experiences with teachers in which they felt
that their identity was being negated. When Amaryllis entered kindergarten and told the
teacher her name and spelled it, the teacher said, “Your name is not Amaryllis, it is
Amanda.” Amaryllis said that it affected her, and even now, as an adult, when people
ask her name she replies, “I’m like Amaryllis or Amanda, whichever one you want to
use... [My teacher] told me that was not my name.” Marguerita was told something
similar about her name in middle school. She says, “A teacher actually called me
Margaret, Margaret, Margaret.. .One time I said, ‘You know my name’s Marguerita.’
And she said, ‘Nah, you’re better off Margaret.’ I kept that name for like two years.”
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While visiting a classroom in Boston, poet Martin Espada (1998) experienced the same
type of disrespect for a student’s identity; ‘1 met a young man named Joaquin, whom
his teacher introduced to me as Joe Quinn. And the dropout rates continue to soar”
(p. 82)
Many participants remember feeling pained and humiliated when asked to read
aloud because of their accents. This was true for Luz, Carolina, Aisha, Victoria, Maria,
Renata and Rosa. In the case of Carolina, Victoria and Renata, they were more adept at
speaking Spanish, and this made reading aloud in English trying. However Aisha, who
speaks no Spanish, loved school until fifth grade, but always felt that she was dyslexic
and that the teachers didn’t know it. Aisha remembers feeling “tortured” when asked to
read aloud. Like Aisha, Luz believes that she has a reading disability that was never
diagnosed. These participants, in looking back, feel that teachers did not pay attention
to underlying academic problems that they were having and simply “wrote [them] off”
because they were Hispanic.
In terms of her feelings about school and the perception that she was dismissed
or ignored by teachers, Rosa had this to say:
I always hated school but I always valued education.. .1 didn’t think the
teachers really invested in me because I was Puerto Rican. They didn’t
expect me to do anything in life. I wish there was another way of
teaching.. .None of it related to me.,. so I didn’t understand it... I think that
is why a lot of our [Puerto Rican] kids don’t get involved in things.. .They
don’t see themselves in history...
Rosa further pointed out that she felt that weaving Puerto Rican and AfricanAmerican or Asian-American culture into the curriculum should be done in ways that
don’t make these minority groups feel outside the “main” experience:
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[Including Puerto Ricans and other minority groups in the curriculum] has
to be [done] in a natural way.. .the same way other cultures are woven in
because we didn’t just appear here all of a sudden.. .They owe us that
respect, and it is not there. I think a lot of Puerto Ricans feel angry and
they don’t know what they are angry about because they don’t loiow
what’s missing...
Rosa now holds a job as a counselor in an after-school support center for
teenage Puerto Ricans. When the students finish their school day and come to the
Resource Center, Rosa finds that they are often angry. She says, “I hear them all the
time... They say, ‘Like the teacher, she just doesn’t like Puerto Ricans’. Sometimes I
tell them, ‘Maybe the teacher just doesn’t like
Rosa identifies an important point here. Teachers need to keep a dialogue open
and work hard to try to understand whether they are biased in their assessment of
students. Students need to question their own assumptions about teacher evaluation.
Both teachers and students need to come to a rapprochement in the service of
productive learning. Rosa is able, as an adult, to try to separate reasons why treatment
of certain students may be poor. However, this does not diminish the importance of
paying attention to and changing institutionalized racism as it is practiced in the
schools. The complexities of these problems need to be closely watched and diagnosed
with the most humanistic intent. It is not an easy task to improve education for people
who feel marginalized by those who teach them.

Tales of Positive Teachers
Although the majority of participants felt disenfranchised in school due to race
and language discrimination, several students told of strong, positive influences and
teacher role models while they attended school. Loida still kept the business card of a

144

teacher in middle school who recognized her strong athletic and leadership skills. He
encouraged Lydia to join the Air Force, and she felt comfortable hanging around in his
office after school. He also helped her to join the Boys Club where Loida learned to
box and eventually gained national amateur standing.
Amaryllis remembers Miss Pencil, an Afiican-American teacher in fourth grade
who made her feel “very capable.” Amaryllis says of Miss Pencil, “She was pretty
cool.. .and she would make me [work]... she pushed me.” Amaryllis also remembers an
African-American male teacher who pushed her scholastically and told her, “You could
do better.” Saraya felt that her teachers in New York, before her move to Puerto Rico,
affirmed her feelings that she was smart. She also felt supported by teachers in high
school, although she was discouraged from trying out for her high school of choice. The
Bronx School of Science. Aisha particularly liked a teacher who “insisted that we be
polite, and even the tough kids were [polite] in his class.” Marguerita recalls being in
“the high track” in high school and loving Hamlet and The Merchant of Venice.
However, she dropped out right before graduation, as stated earlier, because of the
many moves her family made. Maria, who suffered under the tutelage of the teacher
who made an example of her for being Puerto Rican and pregnant, tells of a long-term
substitute teacher who she “liked a lot... And had a big crush on.. .Like a little girl
crush...Oh my God, he used to make us laugh.” Mimi, Maritza and Magdalena all felt
supported and encouraged by various elementary school teachers. For the most part
participants reported feeling as though their teachers cared less about them the higher
the grade they were in.
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Final Thoughts on Racial. Ethnic and Bilingual Identity in United States Schools
The women in this study struggled with their identities at school. Complex
issues related to how they saw themselves as students, and how the schools saw them,
clouded the vision of both educators and students. The first wrung on their school
ladder was often spiked with less than ideal assessment of their skills because they were
Spanish speakers. Next up for these students was the way that they perceived their
teachers. In elementary school some of the participants had positive educational
experiences. Mimi remembers that she, “Always loved school.” Magdalena remembers
the pride that both she and her elementary teacher felt when she mastered the
multiplication charts. However, for the most part, participants felt that their teachers
did not expect very much of them because they were Puerto Rican and this seemed so to
many of them particularly as they advanced in grade. This finding is consistent with
research on mainland Puerto Rican students (Marsiglia & Halasa, 1992). Most
importantly, the participants in this study felt that they did not receive adequate support
fi'om school staff in the realm of curricular and career guidance.
Victoria, Lydia, Rosa, Carolina, Saraya and Luz were firmly placed on a
“domestic arts” or vocational path. Victoria was patently told that she “should go to the
vocational high school.” As mentioned earlier, Saraya was discouraged fi’om trying out
for a more intellectual high school. The Bronx School of Science. Marguerita wasn’t
told by anyone that she had potential until her boyfriend’s counselor took an interest in
her and suggested Upward Bound (a summer enrichment program for ambitious, lower
income high school students). She entered that program and looking back, she feels it
“planted a seed in [me].” A whole generation later, Marguerita’s daughter has been
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told, “With those grades you’re never going to college,” by the very same guidance
counselor who advised Marguerita negatively. Never going to college? That’s it? With
that type of advice, this young person’s life potential is ended at the age of 17. Her
daughter has dropped out of Wolking High School and is pursuing a GED. Maria
remembers the sewing teacher who was so prejudiced against Puerto Ricans that she
reduced her to tears on several occasions. Only one participant felt that the advice to
attend vocational school was well intentioned. Rosa was directed to a vocational school
and felt that, “It was good for me. It prepared me for work.”
Issues of race identification became obstacles in the pursuit of school success for
these p^icipants. Some participants had to struggle against their own cultures when
family members and friends accused them of “trying to be white.” Victoria remembers
being a “loner” in school because the Spanish girls wondered, “Is she white?” She felt
indignant about this constant need to define herself because she says, “I have black and
white fiiends. My best fiiend is white.” Marguerita expressed the fear that many
participants felt when they perched on the precipice of higher education:
Because of my culture.. .1 think that is why I have the heart I have... and
make meaning of stuff.. .Now, all of a sudden I become an educated
person and I don’t know if I believe in that much.. .1 will always be a
home girl, no matter what.
Here, Marguerita fears losing her identity by knocking down an academic wall
to a space that white mainstream society has traditionally reserved for its own children.
This wall that separates black and Puerto Rican students from embracing academic
success and retaining their ethnic identity is, to me, the largest barrier for these students
to overcome.
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For other participants the negative way that the schools saw them became a
constant battle to affirm who they were and what they might accomplish. The vision of
the Puerto Rican student as a dropout, party person, and possible drug user is the lens
through which many educators see these students. Also, their families are viewed as
uninvolved and non-caring. Nothing could be further from the truth. Fourteen of the 16
women I interviewed are mothers and every single one of them is concerned and
committed to their children’s education. Many of their own parents often struggled
with abject poverty and drug problems, yet all 16 participants viewed their culture and
extended families warmly, as people with a lot of care and love to give.
There appears to have been a missing link of understanding between the schools
and the women in this study. While all of the participants came into school hopeful,
optimistic and basically enamored of school, most of them left disenchanted and
disenfranchised from the promise of education. In the next chapter, I look at the
participants’ experience in New Roads to College, an alternative college credit granting
program. It is in this venue that many participants found their voices in the classroom
along with a hope of becoming leaders in their own communities.

CHAPTER 6

A NEW WAY OF SEEING

Introduction
In Chapter 5,1 explored data about my participants’ home lives and social
experiences as they intersected with school and the public sphere. For many of these
Puerto Rican women when home and social experiences meshed with middle and high
school, undesirable academic outcomes were the result. Those participants who had
children when they were adolescents were affected most negatively in school. Of the
16 participants I interviewed, only two did not drop out of high school. Interestingly,
those two, Delia and Loida, were also the only participants who were childless. The
other 14 participants dropped out of high school, most because of teenage pregnancies.
As discussed earlier in this dissertation, ten participants had two or more children before
they were 20, and three had one child by 18 years of age. As a result, they suffered
conditions of poverty and lack of education.
Most of the women I interviewed felt that they would never get the chance to go
to college. In fact, only one went on to a four-year college. However, all of them were
given an opportunity to enter New Roads to College, a free bridge-to-college program
for the poor that grants six undergraduate credits to those who complete the program
successfully. Many had mixed feelings about entering a college level humanities
program of this type. In this chapter, I ask participants to share their experiences in the
year-long New Roads to College course. I review particular features of the program,
and recount how participants came to be in the program. I also look at the obstacles and
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the support that participants received, and at their feelings and beliefs about the New
Roads content and methods. Finally, in this chapter, I present data that explicates what
the course has meant in the lives of the participants.

Features of the New Roads to College Program
The participants in this study attended the course at a for-women-only New
Roads site. It is the only single-sex New Roads course in the United States, Canada, or
Mexico. In general, the New Roads to College program differs from other alternative
higher education programs in unique ways. Unlike other courses for the poor, which
often concentrate on training, it follows a humanities curriculum. At its base is the core
belief that “the political life [is] the way out of poverty, [and] the humanities provide an
entrance to reflection and the political life” (Shorris, 2001, p. 100). In other words, the
tools needed to participate in a democracy, and those needed to find a way out of
poverty, are to be found in studying the humanities. This is so because studying the
humanities encourages reflection and dialogic discourse, both of which serve to enhance
the quality of life and reduce the probability that people living in poverty will simply be
reactive to the forces around them. These reactions often include violence and self¬
destructive behavior because the oppressed may see no other way out of the degradation
they feel (Freire, 1993; Fanon, 1963).
According to Shorris (2001), when the poor get an opportunity to reflect on
complex and enduring works of literature, art, history, and philosophy, they are no
longer held captive by their socio-economic surround. They are given the opportunity
to consider issues that yank them from the isolation of being poor without recourse, and,
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therefore, they may begin to gamer ideas about governing and empowering themselves.
Enrollment in New Roads to College can give students a way to emerge from multigenerational poverty by exposing them to the major themes and ideas that societies have
always wrestled with in an attempt at organization and freedom from misery. They can
leam what people have been learning in elite private and public schools in the richer
sectors of this country for decades - that by embracing the life of the mind they can find
empowerment and with these new tools they can ultimately enter the life of the polis.

Getting to New Roads to College
Participants found their way into New Roads to College through different
pathways. Many felt that they could not consider higher education because of financial
constraints and other reasons that included a belief that they were under prepared to do
collie work. Once they found out about New Roads to College and began to have
learning experiences within the program, they could see many differences between their
prior educational experiences and this one.

Prior Experiences with School vs. New Roads Style Learning
Fifteen of the 16 participants in this study did not have prior experiences with
the type of dialectic, Socratic learning that takes place in these seminar-style classes.
Also, the majority of the participants had not been exposed to critical thinking in the
humanities. For example, Marguerita felt bitterness about her high school experiences.
She said, “ In Wolking High it was only about controlling behavior. Nobody ever cared
what we thought. It’s the same for my kids now.. .1 mean on a deep level.” Maritza felt
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that in her high school teachers didn’t care what students thought, but she found her
experiences quite different in New Roads. Maritza said, “I don’t feel inferior here.. .It’s
cool to see how everybody else [thinks].” It is the belief of the creators, directors, and
teachers in this program that by engaging in critical assessment and understanding of
foundational works of historical and current import, a student’s ability to become an
active member of a democratic society will increase.
Most participants in this study had past school experiences that were negative,
however in this program they seemed to enjoy being taken seriously as students.
Unlike so many wealthier students in the United States, they had missed the opportunity
to be invited into the academic dialogue. According to Rose (1989) the invitation to
participate in academia is the single most important motivator for pursuing a higher
education. Without believing that one is invited into the dialogue, no learning can
begin. New Roads offers participants a fresh chance to enter the space where society’s
arbiters of taste and power establish the going beliefs, values and practices of the day
(Shorris, 2000). New Roads does this in many ways, the most practical being the
removal of all tuition fees and book costs and by providing free transportation, and
childcare. This t3q)e of program, which gives the poor encouragement to ftirther their
education, is often advertised through social agencies, therapists and other
institutionalized caregivers.

Financial Demands of School and the Need for Help from Social Workers
In addition to feelings of academic inadequacy and under-preparedness, Puerto
Rican students are often locked out of higher education due to lack of financial
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resources (Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2002; Adair, 2001).
New Roads tries to ameliorate this problem by eliminating many program costs.
Students often said that having financial obstacles removed helped convince them that
they could go to school.
Maria has three children under six, and with changes in welfare she can no
longer consider school as an option. However, her social worker told her about the free
New Roads to College course and encouraged her to apply. She said this about her
financial situation and how it affected her feelings and hopes for her educational future:
I can’t find the way to tell you how needy we are. My husband is so
stressed. He makes just over minimum [wage] in Friendly’s... They
[welfare] took away my vouchers for school, and I was thinking if I was to
go back to school, I would have to pay everything myself and pay
cash... So I just can’t.. .But then my social worker told me about New
Roads... I can’t believe they took me... In the past I think I stopped myself
[in school], but now I am so ready.. .I’m ready to show my girls too.
Just as Maria was told about the program by her social worker and Delia was
informed by her therapist, many participants found out about the opportunity to apply to
New Roads by counselors and therapists. Maritza was urged by her counselor and other
adults in her life to try the program. The fact that others backed her and had belief in
her abilities had a huge impact on her determination to stay in. She had this to say:
On arrival I wanted to turn around and pretend I didn’t make it this
far.. .But many people have been supporting me mentally. I personally do
not want to disappoint them... Sitting here in this classroom among 20 plus
strangers.. .1 realized I can do this.. .This is the beginning of a new me.
Therapists or counselors are often the link to this type of program for students.
This is due to the fact that the social work community serves many of these women
because of the myriad problems that raising families in poverty entails (Holyfield, 2002;
Lewis, 1966; Lindenthal & Schneider, 1991;McLanahan& Garfinkle, 1989). A basic
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tenet of the New Roads to College course is to serve those who are poor because they
have been excluded “from the circle of power; that is citizenship” (Shorris, 2000, p.72).
Other pathways into the program often included employers who urged their
employees to enroll. Nine participants in this study were strongly encouraged, and in
some cases mandated, by their employers to sign up for the New Roads to College
course. In addition, they were given time off two days a week to attend classes. In the
next section, several participants explore their perceptions and feelings about their
enrollment in the course being tied to their jobs.

Perceptions and Feelings about Participants' Jobs
Being Connected to Course Enrollment
A large number of participants were urged by employers to take the New Roads
course. Out of the nine participants that were encouraged by employers, both Rosa and
Luz expressed some resentment at having their jobs push them to take the course. Rosa
said,
I half resented it. It seems like something different is always being created
for us [Puerto Ricans]. I would like education in general to stop putting us
aside. Incorporate us. Let us be a part of it. It always feels like we are a
scientific experiment.
Rosa brings up a point that I heard from a minority of participants, yet one that
played on my mind. Many participants recounted stories of being members in multiple
studies. These studies ostensibly try to figure out what is “wrong” with them. Only
Rosa and Carolina pointed out that being constantly studied as “separate”, or in need of
something different than the general population, contributes to the feeling that they are
being “othered”. In some ways, I think that these two participants are on to something.

154

Framing studies about people with the intent to find out what is “wrong” may
potentially doom the view of the people under study, and may yield theories that arc
from a starting point of “deficiency”. As a researcher, I am not sure how to ameliorate
this valid complaint. However, I believe it needs further investigation and thinking.
Luz, like Rosa, also had feelings of resentment about being urged to join the
course. She said, “I was talked into it. I sort of resented that.” However, unlike Luz
and Rosa, Saraya was gratefiil to her job for encouraging her to attend. She said:
I think it is an excellent opportunity... It lets you know, yes, this is
something you can do.. .1 think a lot of us come from backgrounds where
you are not encouraged.. .where you are looked down on... You feel
inadequate.. .1 think New Roads really offers you that assurance that you
can do it.. .1 wouldn’t have had the motivation without my boss.
Like Saraya, Mimi was given encouragement at work to try the course. She has
always worked in human resources, and at the time of her enrollment in New Roads,
she was employed as a counselor for teenagers in Wolking High School. Mimi was
able to get this job without a bachelor’s degree because she is smart and fluent in both
Spanish and English. Her supervisor at the high school urged Mimi to take the course
and said she could have time off to do so. Also, as previously mentioned, Mimi’s
partner is a vice principal in a Wolking Elementary School and believes that Mimi
should advance her education. Mimi at first was hesitant, but then decided to take the
plunge. She said, “I realized it wasn’t just a life choice I was making... What got
me... was how people believed in me.. .1 was doing it for something bigger than me.”
Amaryllis, Marguerita, Carolina, Sylvia, Saraya and Rosa, were also urged by
their employers to attend the New Roads to College course. Amaryllis did not want to
go at first because she didn’t think “Plato and some Art History would help [me] get
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ahead.” Her employer was steadfast in insisting that Amaryllis try the course. At first
she did not like it or feel comfortable in it, but during one of the classes she realized:
There was a way of questioning. It opened my eyes. I started to look
forward to it and feel like it was a place in my life like nothing else. It
was a place to really talk about things I never had a chance to talk about
before... Like ideas I thought would never apply to me. I thanked [my
boss].
Carolina, like Amaryllis and many others, was strongly encouraged by a
superior at work to try the course. She felt that this backing was crucial in her decision
to apply. For Carolina, the commitment shown by teachers and the serious way that
ideas were discussed added to her feeling that she was selected for something
“important”.
Sylvia had another reason for feeling special about being urged to join the
course and subsequently being selected. She was very impressed that she received
brand new books at no cost. She described how this made her feel “like somebody”
worth investing in:
The director where I work said, “Try it. I think you can do it.” She had so
much confidence in me.. .It was so different. As a child I got used books
with brown bag covers.. .Now I got new ones.. .It made me feel important.
Finally, Sylvia had this to say about why she decided to try the program, “I was
treated like somebody... If I was intimidated I couldn’t have stayed.”
There has been some research on tying school to work and the efficacy of doing
so (Nash & Hawthorne, 1987). In the case of the nine participants who were
encouraged and supported by their employers, it appears that employers backing adult
employees through school, a practice commonly held at universities for their own
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employees, is a productive idea that invigorates the personal lives and work lives of
those who participate.
In this chapter I discuss three themes that emerged in the interviews:
1. Participants’ perceptions and fears about not being good enough for the New
Roads to College program
2. Participants’ experiences with course content and methods
3. What the course has meant in participants’ lives
The first step in knocking down walls that bar entry into higher education for
potential applicants is to overcome one’s fears and internalized feelings of
unworthiness.

Perceptions and Fears About Not Being Good Enough
for the New Roads to College Program
All of the participants except for Delia were fiightened to enter the program
because they believed that they could not hold their own in a rigorous academic
program. For many, their original conceptualization of themselves as students was
negative. Often, they lacked confidence in their abilities. Participants tell, in this next
section, how they used to imagine themselves as students, and how this portrait began to
change, if at all.

Changing Images of Themselves as Students
All the participants in this study expressed fears about their preparedness, worth
and capabilities for this type of work. Two participants worried about the reception
they might receive in class. Marguerita felt she couldn’t take herself seriously as a
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student. She feared that she could not make the attempt at sincere scholarship in a
seminar setting:
I thought I wasn’t smart enough. In school I was always like the class
clown. That’s the only way I know how to be... I thought the subjects
were going to be too serious... Then I found out it was OK for me to still
have my sense of humor... Sometimes when the room [and discussion] got
heated, it was good to have me there to make people laugh.
Like Marguerita, Delia worried about her “affect” in class. She was nervous
because she struggles with a newly diagnosed bi-polar mental health condition and she
feels inadequate as a writer in English. She said:
Oh my God. I just don’t know how I’ll do this.. .1 was so scared.
Sometimes I have 100 thoughts a minute racing through my head.. .1 told
my therapist, they are never going to take me ... Don’t get me wrong. I
really want to do a good job. I had to let this feeling out.
Others were timid about expressing themselves orally because they felt
inadequate. Carolina told of being very nervous for the first few class meetings. She
said, “I felt nervous and scared, but after hearing everyone’s stories and opinions, I felt
very comfortable.” Both Rosa and Aisha had a different reason for being petrified to
participate in class. Rosa said that she was “terrified to read out loud.” However, after
several class meetings she smiled and said, “I was able to do it.” Also, Aisha felt that
she had an undiagnosed form of “dyslexia” which prevented her from reading fluidly.
This was particularly humiliating to Aisha when she was asked to read out loud.
Several participants like Carolina, Rosa, Maria, and Amaryllis felt “totally
embarrassed” at the start of the course. Amaryllis had this to say about her belief in her
own capabilities:
I was embarrassed [about] just speaking out and being wrong, of feeling
humiliated... or just saying it wrong... or.. .taking a stance and not being
appreciated...knowing you said your piece but it wasn’t valued...and then
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you are not going to speak any more and you will probably even drop
whatever you are doing or drop out.
As shown above, Amaryllis entered the class with a belief that she would
probably end up dropping out because of feelings of inadequacy. Many participants
voiced this same sentiment. For example, Magdalena was afraid she wouldn’t hold her
own in class. She said, “I just felt timid and afraid about reading my pieces because
when I heard other people’s pieces I thought I did it wrong.. .1 need help learning to
explore words and language easily.”
Renata, like Amaryllis, did not think that she would make it through the course.
She said, “The first time I got there I was so nervous... [I thought] ‘My God.. .What am
I doing here?’.. .1 didn’t know how to understand it [history]. But, little by little it
came.”
Magdalena, on the other hand, was completely sure she would not even be
accepted into the course. She spoke about her life-long difficulties in finding
opportunities to advance and her surprise at being given the opportunity to join the
class:
I’ve always had to show myself the door and I had to open the door.. .but
sometimes I can’t get in... [The director of New Roads] talked to me.. .1
answered all his questions, and he told me he thinks I did good,...but it is
not possible... [I thought], “lam not going to get it... I fiicked up. I am
always fucking up in something”...That is how I felt.
In fact Magdalena was able to stop thinking of herself as a “fiick up” and she
had success in completing the course. However, one can see the risk involved for
students who enter a program with the belief that they are marginally qualified or
deserving of the chance to participate. This is shown in Magdalena, Amaryllis, Rosa
and Carolina’s responses to how they might be received in class. When students enter

159

higher education with a belief that they are inferior and may be “humiliated”, they are
vulnerable to fiustration, failure, and dropping out, especially in their first year
(Anderson & Williams, 2001; Berkner & Cataldi, 2002; Rose, 1989). For Marguerita,
Amaryllis, Maria, Carolina, and Rosa words and phrases like “afraid,” “scared,”
“humiliated,” “nervous,” and “not smart enough” were used to describe themselves as
students, clearly showing that they were entering the course with an “at risk” mentality.
Students also felt paralyzed by what they often called their “fear of writing.”

Fears about Writing
Freire (1998) sees a lack of engagement with the written word as an “obstacle to
achieving full citizenship” (p. 2). He also emphasizes the importance of writing as a
means of learning and rethinking what one reads. When a person does not write about
her studies, she misses the opportunity to reflect and understand texts on a deeper level
(Freire, 1998). New Roads to College emphasizes writing as a way to reflect and
engage in the essential human questions under study. These questions include, but are
not limited to an inquiry into virtue, free will, courage, the meaning and ways that art
and literature reflect life, and a critical assessment of the perspectives presented in
historical accounts. In other words, what should we know, how do we know it, and
what are our responsibilities as thinking, sentient beings? These questions are discussed
in the humanities and are further explored via writing.
Many of the participants in this study were particularly nervous about having to
write. For example, Maria said, “I didn’t think I was good enough. I thought
everybody wrote better than me.” Like Maria, Carolina felt that her writing skills were
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way below par. She said, “I feel like I’m very behind in vocabulary and writing. I need
help to keep up.” Delia also felt timid about her writing abilities. She had this to say
about her feelings as a writer: “I really feel very fiustrated because I am very limited in
writing in English.. .because if this class were in Spanish, I would do a better job.” In
addition to fears about traversing two languages while doing written work, many felt
awkward about their discomfort with the school setting itself This was often due to age
and feelings of awkwardness associated with intellectual settings.

Double Jeopardy: Fears about Age and Unfamiliaritv with the College Ethos
As already stated, most of the participants in this study were avid about learning,
but they felt tenuous about what they perceived to be their lack of writing skills, their
inability to read aloud smoothly and, in some cases, the elementary nature of their
conversancy with the English language. Added to this was a sentiment expressed by
Saraya who said, ‘I’ve been out of school for 30 years. I’m scared to do this, but I
never could’ve gone back to regular college.” As shown by Saraya, in addition to fears
about writing and reading abilities, many participants felt awkward in a classroom
setting because of their age. Especially in the beginning, older students trying to get a
college education have difficulties that are not seen in a younger population entering
college straight fi'om high school. Saraya also declared the following:
I felt a little inadequate because I was the oldest member in a group of
young women, and I am holding back things that we studied that I
knew.. .that I lived.. .but after about a month I heard one of the young
women say that we older women could be their mothers and
grandmothers... She said [about us], “We don’t know what they
know... They have lived”... And, I’m like, “ OK great.”
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Although Saraya eventually felt more comfortable in class, research has shown
that lack of confidence looms largest for older students entering college (Anderson, &
Williams, 2001; Berkner, & Cataldi, 2002; Parr, 2001).
In addition to being older students returning to school after a long hiatus, some
participants felt that being the first generation in a family to attend college or that
pulling ahead of a mate to attend college might affect their chance for success. In fact,
only three participants in this study had a parent or grandparent who attended college.
Marguerita would be the first in her family to try college. Her sisters couldn’t
understand how she could manage five children as a single parent, a job, and now the
added burden of pursuing a higher education. One sister said, “I think it’s great [that
you are pursuing college], but how will you make sure your kids aren’t running in the
streets?” Marguerita also felt some guilt about moving ahead because not only does she
have five children, her husband is in jail. She said, “ I felt guilty, you know, about
Angel [her husband]. It’s like I’m moving in another direction.”
Sylvia also felt that attending college would be a blow to her husband. When
she enrolled in New Roads to College, he was not happy. She had this to say about his
response to her decision to attend:
He still doesn’t like the idea of me [going to college]. I feel that he is
afi^aid to be [with an educated woman]. I honestly feel like he feels
threatened by it, and I am going to be a supposedly better person than
him,.. I tell his mother I am sorry I am not the type of person that is going
to stay home.
Sylvia’s feelings that she was bucking an established cultural system, i.e., that
women stay at home and tend to house and family, was an often repeated sentiment
expressed by my participants. Sylvia invited her husband to attend her graduation, and
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he refused. However, he was able to make a change and show some support by
subsequently acting in a way not typical for him. Sylvia said,
So, of course, he didn’t go [to the graduation]. But three days later what
was it he brought me? I had flowers in a rag with little jelly-beans and a
card that [said], “Congratulations. I am proud of you.”
Luz, like Marguerita and Sylvia, felt like she was going against the cultural and
familial grain by enrolling in the course, but she felt criticism from her mother. Both of
her parents did not go beyond the sixth grade educationally in Puerto Rico. She said,
“My mother [who lives next door] kept saying, ‘Why [are] you doing homework? You
have 12 people to take care of in your house!

Luz lives with her husband, her own

children and several nieces and nephews. Research has shown that first generation
college students have a more difficult time adjusting to the culture of higher education
than do students whose parents have attended college (Horn & Nunez, 2000).
Furthermore, research about Puerto Ricans entering higher education programs
has proven that this population faces obstacles that are unique to them. That is, Puerto
Rican students may feel maligned because they do not perceive their ethnic group as
accomplished academically. Many of their female elders in the Puerto Rican
community have traditionally privileged the role of child bearer above all others.
Women wanting to further their education see few role models from their ethnic group
in community colleges and universities, and they often do not have immediate family
members who attended college.
Once students made the leap into the program, they experienced varying levels
of comfort and discomfort with teaching styles, classroom ethos, and academic
requirements. In the following section participants tell of their responses to the courses.
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Participants* Experiences with Course Content and Methods
Participants reacted in a variety of ways to the teachers and to the course
content. Because of the small, seminar style of the classes, for many it was the first
time that they would be asked to voice their thoughts in depth on subjects in a
classroom setting. They responded in a variety of ways to this. They also found out
many new things about themselves and society by examining texts that they had heard
of, but had never thought they would have the opportunity to read.

Finding a Voice and Connection to Teachers
Although most of the students felt great fear upon entering the course, many
came to feel a level of comfort and ultimately, fi'eedom, because they were a part of it.
Participants most often referred to gains that they made in terms of finding a voice in
the classroom. For example, Amaryllis said that for the first time in a school setting she
felt that she gained the power to speak in discussions:
It taught me [that I have the] ability to speak back out. I have a voice. I
found I was able to say what I was thinking. ... ’cause the teachers went
up to each person and asked.. .1 think that was different than being so
scared of the teachers. All the teachers were easy going except [for one]
.. .Nobody was intimidating to me except for Professor Steed [history
teacher]...
Amaryllis made it clear that she was somehow made to feel comfortable enough
to open up and enter the dialogue in her courses. She told of a pivotal moment in the
history teacher’s class when she even learned to conquer her fear of what she perceived
as his aloot unyielding manner:
Professor Steed [history teacher] just wasn’t there for us. He was like a
stone. He was like a drill sergeant to the group. And then my personality
came out one day...He was like, “You need to come in on time. You need
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to not be out.” And then he said, “Does everybody understand? Does
everybody understand that?” And I said, “Sure, You Da Man!” ... like real
sarcastic...and then he looked at me and then...1 swear he changed...
Amaryllis went on to say that many of the students were turned off to history for
the first several classes because of what they perceived to be the teacher’s harsh attitude
toward students. Therefore, many students would cut his class. However, once he
began to seem more human, students relaxed. Amaryllis had this to say about the
nature of her changing feelings toward the history teacher:
At the beginning I thought it’s just a job to him. He doesn’t give two shits
whether we get it or not.. .1 finally realized that’s his personality.. .He’s
really OK when you get to know him.. .Funny.. .because he said to me,
“Are you trying to embarrass me?”... And then we all relaxed... At the
graduation eight of us got up for a joke and said at once, like we were on
Broadway, “Professor Steed, You Da Man!”
Apparently Professor Steed was able to find a coimection to his students. He did
this by having the care and humility necessary to remake his approach to teaching them.
Freire (1998) believes that “It is impossible to teach without the courage to love.. .to try
a thousand times.. .to speak of love [in teaching] without the fear of being called
ridiculous, mawkish, or unscientific (p. 3).” It has been shown that educators who are
responsive to student needs, without weakening requirements, forge better relationships
with students and 5deld more concentrated work fi’om them (Noddings, 1992).
Many others, like Magdalena, Loida, Maritza, Renata, Mimi and Rosa, shared
the perception that their voices did not “really count.” As Renata said, about voicing her
opinion in class, “Who’s really listening? They [teachers and school administrators]
look at us [Puerto Ricans] as different.. .Like we have some whole other agenda than
the rest of the world.” This expressed sentiment is consistent with research about
Latinos and their sense of agency in the classroom (Quiroz, 1997).
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As most participants in New Roads to College began to find a voice in the
classroom, they garnered courage to tackle complex subject matter and the confidence
to say what they could and could not understand.

Connecting to Complex Subject Matter
Once participants became comfortable with teachers’ styles, they expressed true
interest and surprise about the connection they felt to the subject matter. Philosophy
seemed to be a subject that many thought they could never discuss, yet the course
changed their view of this. Rosa said this about studying Socrates and Plato:
The most surprising thing to me was that I had had some of these
thoughts [topics that Socrates and Plato addressed] before. But, I never
knew that people thought about these things so long ago. It made me
feel like, “Rosa, you’re not so dumb after all.” If I’m thinking like Plato
or Socrates...hey.. .that’s saying something.
What exactly does it say? For Rosa, the shock of recognizing her own thoughts
in the works of long-revered thinkers jolted her into believing that her own thoughts had
validity. She mentioned several times in the interviews that she thought of some of the
same things that Plato and Socrates brought up for debate. Her connection to the
material also tells Rosa that she is prepared to tackle the work, and that it is not
something that lies entirely outside her capabilities or experience. The connection made
between the individual and the material establishes the condition necessary for the seeds
ofintellect to flourish (Rose, 1989; Rosenblatt, 1995).
Magdalena had a reaction to the study of philosophy that was similar to Rosa’s
reaction. Magdalena said that discussing Aristotle “was like talking with a fiiend.” She
then paused and said, “I had no idea before I took the course [that I would feel
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comfortable with the subject matter].” The realization that she felt comfortable with the
content of the course had a positive impact on Magdalena, as it did for other
participants.
Like Rosa and Magdalena, Renata, Marguerita, Delia, Mimi and Saraya enjoyed
philosophy and were surprised by their affinity for the subject. Marguerita remembers
“enjoying the back and forth discussion in [the philosophy teacher’s] class.” Mimi
enjoyed philosophy because, “You actually have to think outside the box.” Maritza felt
that philosophy was “way out there,” but worth looking at. Saraya was impressed with
the idea that philosophy was “not about what to think, but how to think.” Lastly,
Victoria commented that in philosophy she “learned about being happy,” and then
added, “I mean the content [of happiness].” Here, Victoria is referring to Aristotle’s
philosophical explication of what the meaning of happiness is (Eudaimonia). She has
been exposed to the ancient Western view that living a virtuous life is tied to happiness.
Clearly, these women are grappling with new ways of thinking. Being introduced to the
idea that philosophers spend much time trying to figure out what humans do and why
they do it, seems to have introduced them to the idea that it is important to hold
discussions about moral and ethical issues in a non-secular environment.
Delia and Renata particularly liked the debate about ethics in cloning. Renata
said, “Before I just would have thought of it fi'om my religion.. .Now I still feel like it’s
wrong, but I got to hear other sides of it in a way I never would have before.” Other
students, like Luz, felt fiaistrated with the inconclusive feeling she got when discussing
Plato, Aristotle and other thinkers’ views of ethics. She had this to say about her view
of discussing topics fi'om a philosophical perspective:
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Plato was just a person that was going around in circles. He refiised to be
anything. It was like a child and you are telling him no [strong emphasis]
and he refuses to listen to the no... Some things are just no... I like
closure., .Like with the class on cloning,. .It’s either a yes or a no.
Luz expressed discomfort with having important topics remain unresolved
or open to long debate. She wanted definitive answers. However, being exposed
to complex topics like medical ethics in the 21®* century is a useful exercise in
critical thinking, a much-needed tool for the times we live in (Greene, 1995).
Ethical debates about subjects like cloning brought up very personal and often
heated feelings about the topic-at-hand. Students more than once spoke of their feelings
about personally charged issues and how they were parsed in class. In the next section I
discuss levels of comfort and/or discomfort felt by students when class discussion
centered on ideas with strong emotional components. The response to teacher
presentation and management of such topics seemed to have an effect on how some
participants viewed the entire learning experience.

Feelings of Personal Comfort and/or Discomfort with
the New Roads to College Program
Schooling has changed a great deal in many educational venues within the last
decade. No longer are certain social issues off limits. Often, classroom discussion is
more open and can skirt personal issues once reserved for outside the classroom.
Although not all schools conduct classes that allow for deep discussion about personal
and social issues, often discussion in some of the coursework at the site I studied turned
to personal issues and views. Some participants had a great deal of discomfort with this
type of personal, self-revelatory discussion and felt that they were being exposed to
something that wasn’t quite “college.” Rosenblatt (1995) approaches the issue of
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teaching poor, or culturally disadvantaged students to make a connection to the text and
to read in a transactional way. She warns against focusing exclusively on “the external
life of the reader” as an endpoint to understanding literature (p. 270). Instead, she
advocates that the personal experiences of the reader should be used as a bridge to
making a basic human connection to the work. Luz remembers feeling uncomfortable
with both the way the literature was discussed and the writing that was assigned
afterward:
I had been to college before and so it wasn’t new to me.. .1 was like, this is
nothing like a college class. It was more personal and I had a problem
with that. I didn’t want people to touch my personal side. New Roads
was more personal... more like a therapy session.. .1 couldn’t sit there and
hear their [other students’] stories about AIDS and heroin addicts.. .1 mean
write about an experience you had, but maybe the first day you got on a
roller coaster.. .or the first time you saw a plane.
Luz felt discomfort when asked to consider and discuss painful episodes in
literature and then write about them. As an example of this, Luz recalled a writing
assignment that tried to connect literature to the experiences of class members. She told
of the time that the literature teacher was discussing The Stranger by Camus, and asked
the class to write about a personal experience when they felt that they were unjustly
punished. He asked them to consider how their view of the punishment may have
changed over time. She said (in a choked voice), “What am I supposed to write about,
how my stepfather burned my arm every time I was bad, and I thought I deserved it?”
In Luz’s case, she did not want to discuss what she remembers as a painfijl cycle
in her life that she still has not come to terms with. She also felt that she could not go
beyond her experience and talk about something else, given the assignment. The issue
of personal disclosure in a public space is one that teachers wrestle with in current

169

settings in United States high school and college classrooms. Lines have been blurred
in terms of what subjects are oflf-limits in class discussions. When individual members
of a class have been traumatized in any number of ways, deep analysis of literature,
may, in fact, hit on sensitive and personal areas. By considering literature and thought
within the social and political issues of the day, areas of discussion may arise that cause
discomfort for members of the school community. Finding ways of traversing difficult
topics while keeping the discussion open is not easy. It is a current area in teaching that
warrants fiirther study.
Even though she felt that literature often touched on the personal, Luz did,
however, enjoy studying history. For her, history seemed to be more objectified.
Perhaps the widely held notion that history deals with “facts” gave her the comfort of
emotional distance:
I love that kind of discussion [in history class]. If I am wrong show me.
Teach me. Let me learn. Tell me what the facts are. But, when we got to
literature and poetry, it was personal. That I didn’t like.. .because it is not
wrong or right...
Another participant who did not like the “personal” nature of subject matter
discussed by students in class was Aisha. It is germane to reiterate that Aisha is Luz’s
daughter (see Chapters 3 and 5). Therefore, when looking at the fact that both had
similar responses to students cormecting to literature with “too much personal stuff,”
one must take into account that family ethos may play a part. Aisha had this to say
about being in the New Roads course:
This [talking about feelings] is not what college is. If you say that’s what
a college class is about then you really need to go back to school because
you don’t know what you are talking about.. .My boyfriend went to
college and I sat in on his classes... not one person was interrupting [the
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class]... like saying what they did yesterday and blah... it was a straight
class.. .and then they’d have socialization - after class.
In particular, Aisha did not like the fact that the director of the program sat in on
all classes. She felt she had a personality clash with him. She also felt that he did not
intervene when students got into a heated discussion. At the base of her discomfort was
the overriding feeling that she was misunderstood. For example, she tells of a time
when she got up the courage to voice her opinion, and the teacher did not mediate
responses from others properly:
Actually I was the most honest person there [in class].. .When I said
something in class, then someone would overstate what I said and I would
come back and say something and then it would become an argument and
[the teacher] would just stand there and watch... like holding his little
hands and putting his tail between his legs... So I would just walk out of
class...
The intensity of Aisha’s responses to how the teacher facilitated class shows that
it is important for teachers to monitor what is happening in their classrooms. To assume
that social and emotional currents are not part of a class discussion is to try to make
human beings completely scientistic. On the other hand, teachers cannot account for
every emotional response made by their students. Aisha was 18 when she was enrolled
in New Roads to College, and she was the only participant that I interviewed to drop out
of the program.
Victoria was another young student in the course, yet unlike Aisha, who was
also a late adolescent, she felt the learning style to be quite suitable for her. She said,
“In high school, we would read stories, and they would give us a worksheet or some
questions.. .It wasn’t like you got to really question though.” Victoria makes an
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important point here. What constitutes understanding a text? According to Rosenblatt
(1995).
Understanding [literature] implies the full impact of the sensuous, emotional, as
well as intellectual force of a word.. .the import of any work will remain thoroughly
personal since it is re-created by a specific personality with its own sense of values.
(p.l06)
In seminar style discussions, “personal” response is given space. In classrooms
oriented toward worksheets and behavior management, personal understanding of the
work of art is reduced because there is no space provided for individual interpretation.
That said, students still need to be led to see which interpretations of art are more
defensible (Rosenblatt, 1995).
Rosa, an older student, commented on what she perceived to be a pejorative
view of the students. She did not like that the major emphasis of the class seemed to
pivot around the fact that class members are there because they are “needy”. She said:
It was like [New Roads] was [made] for women who had a hard life and
people didn’t believe in them. [But] there are other things that keep us
from learning, fi-om continuing our education...but that [our problems]
became the focus.. .1 thought OK, maybe I should have been battered.
Rosa felt stigmatized by the idea that the administrators perceived the students
as “underprivileged.” For Rosa, class appeared to be centered on those who “had a hard
life.” She felt, I think with some merit, that not all poor people live in squalor or suffer
the abuse of being “battered” or drug and alcohol addicted. Framing the poor by their
seeming pathologies is a societal way, in this country, to malign them and lessen their
worth (Sennett, 2003).
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Rosa also pointed out that the course did not concentrate enough on Hispanic
literature and culture. She said, “ I would have thrown in a little Puerto Rican culture in
there and not as a side dish because we didn’t just start existing at a certain time.”
Sylvia did not feel the way that Rosa, Luz and Aisha felt about course tone and
/

the content of the classes. She did not feel that the course was too “personal” because
there were five different teachers, each with his or her own style and personality. She
said this about New Roads to College: “I thought it was pretty full.. .with five different
teachers... We didn’t get bored... and teachers helped you with the papers.”
Delia, an older student who already held a college degree, liked the “open”
feeling of the classes. She said this about class discussions:
I felt [the teachers] listened and discussion was generated. I was like,
“OHHH!” I like that. This is open...”. Otherwise I would have shut up. I
saw the reaction of the women and they really got into it.. .It meant a
lot.. .the fact that [our] points were heard.
Delia comments confirm the strong points of this particular New Roads site; so
often spoken of by the participants in this study. They all felt validated by being a part
of what they considered to be part of a group of women with similar goals and desires

A Community of Women
All of the participants enjoyed the fellowship of having only women in their
classes. For some of the younger women, the older women served as role models.
Victoria, who has a toddler and is 21, was inspired by the determination of the more
mature women. She says about Saraya, Carolina, and Marguerita:
Seeing Saraya and the others come here.. .they all had kids at a young
age... They all were alone... Like Marguerita has five kids... Wow... And
now she has a good job...It makes me think I can do it...”
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Other women expressed relief that the New Roads site that they were enrolled in
served only women and said that they felt gratified by being in a class with women in
similar circumstances. Renata said, “I like being together with women, and it is
interesting to see the group of women we have. It is really diverse. Lots of ages,
colors, t3^es.” Like Renata, Delia enjoyed “the sisterhood” and “the physical
arrangement of the class” (students in a circle facing each other). Maritza liked being
with “single moms in small classes”. She also said that she never expected to “make
friends” and that she was “very pleased” to do so.
Marguerita felt safe being in a community of women. She said this about her
experience:
There is a sense ofcommunity [in the course]. Most of the women are
mothers.. .1 think that is the commonality that brings us together...
Whereas if there were guys.. .it’s like,,. .[we wouldn’t] speak out...
Somehow the man thinks he is better.
The participants in this course found deep connections with their fellow
students. They also found that the course meant a change in their way of thinking and
in how they relate to others. In the next section, I look at what the course has meant in
their lives.

What the Course Has Meant in Participants’ Lives
Many participants spoke of how the course changed the way that they perceived
the world and how their habits changed. Maritza found herself watching public
television, whereas before the course she did not:
I watch PBS a lot lately. I think more about racism.. .I’m thinking people
are going to be racist...But how can we stop it?...Change it?...I wouldn’t
have cared about that [changing it] before [taking the New Roads course].
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Like Martiza, Victoria was surprised about the change in her thinking. She was
especially impressed with her new view of poetry, a genre that she formerly abhorred.
Victoria had this to say about how she now sees poems;
Poetry now,..1 see...it is like one person’s talking to me one to
one.. .Before... [when] I read poetry.., it was like.. .whatever [rolls eyes,
shakes head]... you know.. .Now I know poetry means a lot. It could be
like a person’s whole life story in just a few paragraphs.
Victoria has opened to the text in a way that is worth its weight in gold. She feels as
though the author is talking to her. She is invited into the dialogue, and she has
accepted the invitation (Rose, 1989).
Another benefit that Victoria gleaned from the course was a desire and
determination to write. She says of her new feeling toward writing:
The teacher showed me just to write... to have a journal and write if you
haven’t anything to do.. .just write...express your needs... One day I was
really stressed. I was crying.. .1 wrote what was in my head, and it felt
like relief
Although there is more than a 40-year difference between Victoria and Saraya,
both found that writing took on new meaning to them once they experienced the New
Roads program. Saraya had this to say about her new outlook on writing:
If it wasn’t for New Roads, I don’t think I would polish my
thoughts... And something else that I have been doing is translating poems
from English to Spanish.. .1 never would have done that before, and in
translating you really have to try to get the feeling...
Here, Saraya has touched upon a facet of world literature that demands
reflection; that of the complexity of translating literary work. She has pushed herself to
ask how one can do justice to the meaning of an author’s words when translating from
one language to another, and in asking that question, she has opened up to a world of
meaning and reflection about language.
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Like Saraya, Delia had an epiphany about juggling two languages when writing.
She said of her own writing; “I never would have believed that being forced to write so
much in English would actually help with my Spanish writing. It is transferable what
goes on.” In fact Delia credits New Roads with breaking what she called her “writer’s
block” in Spanish. She has submitted a piece of her own writing to the Puerto Rican
Council of Culture, and it has been accepted for publication.
Aside from enlightened insights about writing, students spoke of being healed
by literature and provoked by philosophy. Renata said about her readings in literature,
I never felt I could enjoy so much, even though it was controversial...The
literature... I think it healed me a lot... All of the literature. I thought
.. .just like someone had drawn a place for me to be.
Renata’s feeling that “someone had drawn a place” for her shows that she had
landed or arrived where she never thought she’d fit. “To educate” comes from the
Latin, meaning “to lead out.” Renata, and many other participants, seemed to embody
the meaning of “to educate” as they were drawn to places they never envisioned they’d
be.
One participant who seemed most deeply appreciative of her experience in New
Roads to College was Saraya. Saraya is a 63-year-old Puerto Rican woman who did not
have the educational experiences she deserved because of life circumstances including
limited opportunities for women during her growing years, fixed roles for mothers, and
prejudice in academia against Puerto Ricans. In particular, she felt that the art history
course she took had a big impact on her. Saraya had this to say about how New Roads
to College changed her life:
It benefited me because art is all around us. We are art. We have to
understand that to survive. I never realized that until I took thejNew
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Roads] art course. It’s a better appreciation of life... .1 told my
husband.. .just the other day.. .There is such a peaceful feeling in here.. .1
never would have done that before. ..lam more aware.. .1 watch a lot of
documentaries now on television. ..lam aware of design... of gardens... I
see [that] you don’t need a whole lot of money to make things look
better.. .Even [on] the Weather Channel... lightening scenes and storm
scenes... they are beautiful.. .1 think an art course like .. .New Roads made
me more aware of that.. .To me it makes me realize that there is beauty. It
surrounds me.
Saraya, like Maritza, finds herself watching more educational shows on
television. Because of her experience in New Roads to College she believes that her
appetite for information and understanding is piqued. Also, Saraya’s appreciation for
her visual environment has increased immeasurably. She marveled at her new
capability to see beauty in her own neighborhood.
Like Saraya, Marguerita, Sylvia and Magdalena were amazed at their new
relationship to the visual stimuli in their neighborhood, especially architecture. Sylvia

I never even looked at the buildings until [the art teacher] started to tell us
[about architecture]. Now when I see buildings in Wolking... and some of
them are old.. .1 see how the columns or the way the building is built has
to do with the use of the building... what it was meant for.
Here, Sylvia has awakened to an exciting concept discussed in art and
architecture, that of the relationship between form and function. Loida, also
commented on the meaning that the art history course held for her. She said that, “[Art
history] made [my] brain work double time. It was hands-on, visual.” Here, Loida
refers to a hands-on project given by the art history teacher that most participants
enjoyed.
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As shown in this section, for many participants the way that they viewed life,
literature and art was transformed. This new type of thinking on the part of participants,
combined with a refreshed educational goal-oriented attitude, had an effect on their
families as well. In the next section I look at ways that the extended family was
touched by the particpants’ educational experiences in New Roads to College.

Benefits to Extended Family
At the start of this dissertation I told the story of Sylvia’s grandchild asking her,
*‘Abuela, how come you’re not doing homework tonight?” Sylvia was very proud that
her granddaughter associated her with intellectual work and that she could be a role
model for this child. Other participants told glowing stories of how proud their families
were of their efforts. When I last attended a New Roads to College graduation, I was
moved to tears as Saraya’s two grandsons handed her the diploma that she so rightfully
earned. Her acceptance speech brought the house down. She said to these two
magnificent boys, aged 8 and 12, ‘1 hope I can be there to give you your high school
diplomas when you graduate.”
I heard stories of pride and encouragement regarding the ripple effect of New
Roads on children and families over and over from participants. For example, Maritza
said this:
New Roads not only opens your eyes.. .It opens your eyes to things you
didn’t really know before,... and it makes my kids look up to me. Now
my daughter wants to... continue [her] education. She told me she wants
to go to college...It gives her a good influence.. .It shows her I don’t want
to be one of those people [working] in a donut place in my 50s and 60s.
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Like Maritza, Marguerita said that she “wanted to show her children that if [she]
could do it, they could do it.” Mimi also experienced an increased academic
involvement with her children. When they watched her doing homework, sometimes
they would want to help. Mimi said, “We felt like we were in it together.. .Even though
they said, ‘Ma, I can’t believe you don’t remember [this].”’ One of Luz’s children was
delighted to see her mother learning some of the same literary terms (like metaphor and
simile) that she was learning in middle school.
Renata had a different type of experience with her aunt. She told of a visit to an
aunt with whom she has a close relationship:
I was fascinated by [the philosophy teacher’s] discussion about, “What is
justice?” When I visited my aunt, she was talking about a big trial on T. V.
and we started talking about it. I told her what Aristotle thought. She
really liked that.
This is a prime example of how knowledge gleaned in the course spreads
through families. For the most part, participants felt that their taking the course had a
beneficial effect on the significant people in their lives. A clear snapshot of the effect
the course has on extended family members takes place during graduation. On the day
of graduation, participants can invite friends and family to share this part of their
experience. Students are given the opportunity to speak, and teachers speak about them.
The event is held in an aesthetically important venue in Wolking, usually with an
important speaker. Graduates bring children and extended family, all of whom are
dressed elegantly and beaming. Each student chooses the person who will present her
diploma. For the many husbands, sisters, brothers, mothers, and children who present
the certificate awarding college credit to these participants, there is an unmistakable
aura of pride that they, too, are enveloped in.
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Final Thoughts
I think the accounts above speak for themselves. Even for those who struggled
in the courses, there was the benefit of exposure to texts and a style of learning that they
never experienced before. It is not uncommon in New Roads to College for students to
drop out one year and successfully complete the program the next year. Happily, nine
participants from this study went on to institutions of higher education, some of them
winning awards.
Participants clearly voiced that they had a “new way of seeing” and that thenconfidence increased, both in writing and oral expression. There were side trips to
museums and art films that also enriched the scope of their experience. I will always
remember the lively discussion held after a class went to see Girl with a Pearl Earring, a
movie based on the life of the artist Vermeer. To hear students talk excitedly in a coffee
house about the place of women, the gray atmosphere of that era, the monochromatic
clothing, the way the artist used light, and the way the film was like “moving art” was
engrossing and held many rewards for all of us. After that evening I could see how we,
both teachers and students, were growing.
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CHAPTER?

PARTICIPANTS’ SCHOOL, CULTURAL, AND HOME LIVES
AND THEIR EXPERIENCES IN NEW ROADS TO COLLEGE

For the last several decades Puerto Ricans have not fared well in secondary
school or in college in the United States. While this is not true for all Puerto Ricans, it
is a fact of life for many. One reason for this failure to thrive academically comes from
living in urban poverty which can bring with it unstable living conditions, constant
moving, substance abuse, and disjunction in families trying to cope with dire
circumstances.
Our public and private educational institutions also play a role in limiting
success for Puerto Rican students and do not prepare them adequately for college.
Schools can work against academic achievement for minority students by allowing
institutionalized language and race prejudice, poor academic skills assessment of
bilingual speakers, lack of extra-curricular activities, and scant curricular and college
guidance.
The majority of Puerto Rican women in this study did not meet with school
success in their middle and high school years because of many complex factors
including chaotic home lives, cultural paradigms at odds with the American educational
ethos, and the existence of school-wide inequities for minority populations.
After having mostly unsuccessful middle and secondary school experiences, the
participants in this study had the opportunity to attend New Roads to College, an
alternative bridge to higher education program for poor and minority students. For most
participants in this study New Roads to College pointed them away from a belief that
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they could not thrive in an academic setting, and toward a conviction that they not only
could achieve academically, but that they would.
One reason for an improved relationship to education for participants could be
the benefit of maturity and the time to heal and gain perspective regarding former
negative experiences in school. But, I believe that other factors contributed to the ways
in which New Roads to College held out hope and renewal for the Puerto Rican women
in this study. In this chapter, I look at some of the reasons why this change took place.
The opportunity to participate in dialectical learning altered their perception of
the meaning of school. For many, this was the first time that their voices were heard in
a classroom. As they did in the past, most still struggle in a surround of poverty.
However, New Roads to College offered them support in concrete, material ways. This
assistance included fi'ee childcare, fi’ee books and transportation, and no tuition fees. In
addition, emotional support for the academic journey was supplied by teachers who
were picked for their expertise in their respective subject areas, and for their
understanding of poor, minority students who have had little prior school success. Also,
the program director sat in on every class, made home visits to students when necessary,
and was available to boost students’ flagging spirits or downward spiraling beliefs about
their capabilities. For most participants in this study the belief that they were unable to
do advanced academic work was fostered during their early family and school lives.
Clearly the women in this study experienced obstructions to earlier success in
school. However, the opportunity to participate in a different type of learning
experience. New Roads to College, afforded them another view of education.
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Importance of Participants* Antecedent Experiences:
Home Life and Socio-Cultural Surround
The majority of participants in this study experienced chaotic circumstances at
home and in their communities. They lived through repeated events in their family
lives that included substance abuse, violence, emotional abuse, and constant moving.
However, participants also experienced the bond of strong family ties.
Consistent with the literature, participants’ families sometimes supported Puerto
Rican cultural paradigms that stunted personal and educational growth for women.
These cultural paradigms can include a tradition of early child-bearing, macho attitudes
that choke life choices for women, and the pervasive view that women are primarily
caregivers and nurturers to the exclusion of other self actualizing pursuits.
The United States is sometimes viewed negatively by other cultures because it
pushes its own views as a replacement for those of another society’s. For example,
many cultures are not as permissive with their children as the United States is with our
young. This is a complex issue for immigrants who feel conflicted about wanting their
children to become fully Americanized, yet at the same time would like them to retain
values cherished by their home culture. There are no easy answers to these complex
forces.
It also must be added that not only new immigrants, but many third and fourth
generation American families wrestle with America’s fast changing mores and its media
and pop culture influence on children. In general, the home and social environment for
any student in this country is either consonant or dissonant with the school culture. For
Puerto Rican girls, this complex meeting point, of home beliefs and school expectation,
is filled with dissonance. Only open dialogue between home and school can foster
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understanding between the two systems. Schools must make a concerted effort to reach
out to the Hispanic community of the children they serve by printing more materials in
Spanish and conducting seminars about school culture.
Often, ideas about individual fi-eedom are at odds with the ethos of a particular
group of people. This has been and continues to be true for women living in many parts
of the world, and it is true for Puerto Rican women. Their culture has historically
dictated that they remain submissive and forfeit their own potential in order to serve
their families, and in turn, the larger society. Social roles change slowly and are often
accompanied by a great deal of upheaval. It is both difficult and unwise for any one
social or religious paradigm to parade as a panacea for living for all those on earth, or
for that matter, for all people in a given democratic society. Karen Armstrong, a critical
writer on cross-cultural and cross-religious issues, urges us to stop thinking merely in
terms of “tolerance” for others and to begin thinking in terms of “appreciation” for the
multitude of religions and cultures across the globe (Armstrong, 2004). Schools must
work harder to “appreciate” the home lives of all students and to refi’ain fi-om making
sweeping generalizations and fashioning fast fixes for them.
In many instances when I accompanied adult students to schools for visits about
their own children or about social needs that might propel their job and educational
opportunities, school personnel and social workers spoke pejoratively about the home
environments of Puerto Rican families. Those in charge often commented derisively (to
me) about the type of home life some minority students were provided by their parents.
Teachers viewed Puerto Rican families as fiivolous or wrong because they owned hugescreen televisions, expensive clothes, and sneakers, despite their poverty. My question
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to those in charge is why would one person, especially one in a position of authority,
have the right to evaluate the lifestyle of another? Who is to say what makes for a
loving home environment? When I visited participants and students’ homes the clean
and well-decorated rooms were filled with people, the aroma of cooked food, and lively
banter.
The women in my study were making every attempt to elevate themselves and
their children, sometimes despite extremely caustic conditions. However, despite these
valiant efforts, many of them told stories of family members, lovers, parents, and
siblings, who fell prey to addictive and abusive behaviors.

Family Disjunction: Addiction. Abuse and Support
For many in this study, drug and alcohol abuse skewed their family’s abilities to
fulfill parental duties. Also, most participants experienced out-of-control behaviors
such as physical or mental abuse and violence fi'om parents or caregivers.
It is important to state here that many participants had significant caregivers that
advocated for them, protected them, and nurtured them. When parents were more
stable, families moved less. Constant moving took a toll on participants’ school life
both emotionally and academically. However, even when families were stable most of
the women in this study still had early pregnancies and school drop out behaviors.
For the most part, the chaos endured by participants in their home lives, or the
larger cultural messages fi'om the Puerto Rican community did not encourage a positive
attitude toward school for these women. Drug and alcohol addiction are problems that
snake through families fi’om all classes and ethnicities in America. I think the single
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most important factor in combating drop out behaviors and school apathy and failure is
for the schools to include parents in education and in the importance of education.

The Effects of Constant Moving and Circular Migration
Many participants in this study moved frequently as children. These moves
often included a change in location, and just as often included a kaleidoscopic
regrouping of who participants lived with as children. One of the most difficult stories
about shelter deprivation and family disjunction came from Magdalena. She was 15
and pregnant with nowhere to live when her grandmother died. This catastrophic event
ended Magdalena’s school career. When a child is without emotional support and
without a home, it is all but impossible to maintain continuity with schoolwork.
Sometimes participants were affected by the moves of family members back and
forth from Puerto Rico to the United States or vice versa (circular migration). Children
were often left without one or both parents, as these parents tried to work their way out
of poverty or find an exit from emotional unhappiness by changing locations.
Most disruptive for some participants was a mid-year move with little advance
notice. The emotional family struggles that prompted these moves were more often the
cause of school maladjustment than the moves themselves. Most often, a child was
moved for economic reasons, or because her mother was escaping an abusive male
figure, or because of acute prejudice in her neighborhood.
Family strife often included conflict between fathers and mothers. Many
participants reported that their mothers were depressed or felt abandoned by the men
they married or lived with. It surprised me how extensively most participants in this
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study spoke about the role that their fathers played in their lives. Ten of the 16
participants in this study thought of their fathers as strong influences in the directions
they took in their lives.

The Father/Daughter Relationship for Participants in this Study
A large number of participants characterized their fathers as untrustworthy.
Nineteen-year-old Magdalena put it succinctly when she said, “You can’t trust men.
Even the father of your baby, he’s gonna bounce.” Macho attitudes in the Puerto Rican
culture encourage child bearing at a young age. For most participants, the feeling that
they could not trust men caught them between two mixed messages; they should fiilfill a
woman’s role by procreating, and they should beware of men because men disrupt
women’s lives.
For all but two participants in this study, the former message took precedence.
They had children before they were 20 and the hardship of rearing children alone forced
them to drop out of school.
When comparing fathers and mothers’ attitudes toward socializing their
children, research shows that fathers make greater gender distinctions in how they treat
their children (Phares, 1996). In accordance with popular belief, research also shows
that fathers are more involved with and more interested in their sons (Starrels, 1994). In
this study, most participants’ fathers did not have high interest in their daughters’ lives.
They also had strongly fixed notions of what girls should or should not do. Mimi left
home at 15 because her father would not allow her any freedom of expression. She was
not allowed to wear slacks, make-up, or nail polish. Mimi found it difficult to be a part
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of an American urban high school setting without partaking in these widespread female
practices and pleasures.
Strict Puerto Rican culture, which dictates demure behavior for young women,
seems to be at odds with more liberal American mores. Many participants in this study
felt as though they betrayed their families, especially the patriarchs, when they tried to
blend in with school culture. In trying to escape conflicting American and Puerto Rican
cultural messages, the majority of participants left home at a young age, often ending up
in abusive relationships with older males, becoming pregnant and leaving school. The
fact that most participants felt disapproval fi'om their fathers about their school and life
ambitions, led me to believe that men in the Puerto Rican community need to be better
understood and invited into their daughter’s academic lives.
It must also be noted that many participants expressed admiration for their
fathers, even when they personally did not get along with them. Their fathers were
described as magnanimous, generous and open-hearted to the general community.
Several participants, including Mimi, made sure to tell me, ‘That’s the way Puerto
Ricans are. They open their homes and share what they’ve got.” Magnanimity, sharing,
and support in the Puerto Rican community are strong, positive, cultural attributes often
absent from more Westernized, possession oriented societies. There is much that
schools and communities in the United States can learn from this type of caring attitude
that exists within large, extended Puerto Rican families.
During periods of severe hardship every participant in this study found a
member of her Puerto Rican community or extended family willing to assist her, even
when those helping had scant resources. Puerto Ricans possess a quality and attitude of
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compassion and helpfulness toward fiiture generations. This quality could be harnessed
to help children who falter in school or suffer the effects of institutionalized poverty and
class stratification working against Puerto Rican children in United States schools.
Perhaps in schools with large Puerto Rican populations community and family members
could be solicited for organizations with a mission to aid students having difficulties at
school or at home.
Family life (la familia) is a prominent feature of Puerto Rican child development
(Kevane & Heredia, 2000). The cultural paradigms that inform Puerto Rican family life
strongly include females as primary caregivers, as can be seen by the role of sisters in
the family.

The Role of Sisters in the Puerto Rican Family
In this study many participants came fi'om large families or fi'om extended
families where cousins and other relatives often temporarily lived in the household.
Within this configuration, female children in the family were significant caregivers to
their younger siblings and cousins.
Some participants benefited fi'om being siblings cared for by an older sister. For
example, Mimi and Amaryllis both had tireless older sisters who sacrificed their own
ambitions and well being to care for the younger children in the household. However,
this still sent a message to both Mimi and Amaryllis that girls and women are primarily
responsible for children’s well being and added to a sense of doom for both of them
about wider female ambition. Because the overwhelming majority of participants in
this study did not have a positive academic female role model, they conceived of their
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own possibilities in academia as narrow or non-existent. Therefore, they did know how
to think of college as a viable alternative for themselves.

Gender Roles and Early Pregnancy
I end this section on home and cultural life with findings pertinent to gender
roles and early pregnancy in the Puerto Rican home and community. Of all the forces
influencing the career and educational choices of the women I interviewed, early
pregnancy and tightly prescribed female roles seemed most to hamper their chance for
academic success. This is so because following these tightly prescribed female roles
dictated that these women be mothers first and individuals with educational or artistic
goals second (Kevane & Heredia, 2000)
It was typical in most of my participants' lives that they, or close, influential
women in their families became pregnant when they were teenagers. The majority of
the participants' aunts, mothers, sisters and female cousins did not partake in higher
education. This not only affected participants' perception of what might be possible for
them academically, it also spoke negatively about the ability of these family members to
be of help with difficult homework or school projects as participants went through
public school. Adult female members of Puerto Rican families often do not have or
understand how to gain personal agency within school culture. For this reason, they
cannot advocate with power for their children or themselves when problems arise at
school.
Furthermore, even for mature adult middle and upper class women, it is difficult
to juggle raising children with a career or while attending school. It is nearly
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impossible for pregnant and parenting teenagers to accomplish an education without
enormous support. New Roads to College led to academic success and invigoration for
most participants in this study because they received material and emotional support
from the program. Also, poor minority mothers are not viewed as deficits by recruiters
and teachers in the program, but rather as people who can enrich the scope of
interpretive classroom readings.
Young, single women who are heads of households need extra support to attend
school. It is clear that women do the childbearing in all societies, and that they are
often most responsible for the emotional and financial stress of raising children. For
this reason it is essential that institutions of secondary and higher learning make
provisions for the education of all women, even for those who are mothers. Schools
often treat young mothers like second-class citizens. In order for all children in a
democratic society to thrive, schools need to make a welcome place for those who are
already mothers.

Participants’ Experiences in School Before Entering New Roads to College
The majority of participants in this study liked school and had high hopes for
their academic fiitures until they experienced middle or high school. At this time, their
attitudes toward education became markedly negative. They felt pitted against
identifying with their home Puerto Rican culture and what they perceived to be the
“white” culture at school. They also felt language and race prejudice within the
academic environment. At the same time schools seemed to “dumb down” the
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curriculum for these Puerto Rican women and to gear them toward career training rather
than academic furtherance.
In addition to institution-wide prejudicial practices that held these women back
academically; the social climate in school was not conducive to learning. “Girl culture”
which often includes competitive and mean behavior among girls regarding looks,
boyfriends' and sexual status got in the way of the ability of participants to take school
work seriously. Recently at a mall with many shops catering to teenagers I spied a girl’s tshirt with glittery words emblazoned across its front for sale. The words said, “I’m only in
school for the social life.” This sums up what middle and high school has become for many
young women in this country, and it is perhaps more accentuated among minority students,
like the Puerto Rican women I interviewed in this study. This may be so because minority
students often show academically resistant behaviors and focus on the social aspect of
school (Bigler, 1999; Canedy, 2001; Flores-Gonzales, 2002). What did the combination of
their dual status as women and minorities mean for participants as students? Most of them
acted out against their own school success. This agrees with the literature that states that
those who are oppressed by others will turn the oppression inward and hurt themselves
(Fanon, 1963; Shorris, 2000;West, 1993;Wilson, 1999). Academic resistance is a way that
participants defended themselves against the annihilation of self due to prejudicial
treatment in schools.

Academic Resistance Among the Participants in this Study
Educationally resistant behaviors often found among minority groups rang a
death knell for those participants in this study who wanted to thrive in school.
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Marguerita resisted school for many years because she said, “I will always be a home
girl.” These resistant behaviors can be seen as an adaptive strategy on the part of
minority students (Nieto, et al., 1998; Ogbu, 1991). When Puerto Rican students are
educationally resistant they protect their personhood by refiising to act in ways that they
perceive impugn the dignity of their home culture and families.
However, it is important to note that by adopting minorities-as-resistant theories
of educational behavior, educators run the risk of looking at marginalized students
solely in a negative light. This places the minority student in the static role of underdog
fighting for ascendancy. McIntosh (1990) points out that this can further inflate white
group thinking by leading the dominant group to assume that they always hold the
power and that the minority group is forever stuck in a position of rebelling or playing
catch-up.

Reception of Puerto Rican Identity in School: Including Language Use and Bias
When going through a densely populated Puerto Rican neighborhood in any
major city in the United States it is clear that while Puerto Ricans firmly consider
themselves Americans, their Puerto Rican background is foremost in their identity
formation. This can be evidenced by the preponderance of Puerto Rican flags on cars
and in apartment windows and by the proliferation of the Spanish language that echoes
on city streets. I am often impressed by the consistent use of Spanish in Puerto Rican
neighborhoods by young, third or fourth generation Puerto Ricans in the United States.
Puerto Ricans take great pride in their cultural heritage.
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This strong identification as Puerto Ricans is at odds with school demands that
students forfeit their cultural affiliation when they enter school. Hispanics differ in their
identity formation from immigrants of times past who have spoken languages other than
English (Hakuta & Bialystock, 1994; Hakuta, 1986). It is also important to remember
that Puerto Ricans, unlike other immigrants to this country, are not immigrants at all.
They are already American citizens and in some ways they can lead the way for
Americans to look at their English-only language policies and how they work or fail for
large segments of the current school-age population in the United States.
As multiculturalism swells in this country, so must tolerance, or we are to be a
nation of bickering forces. Beyond tolerance, it should be key for Americans to view
other-language speakers, particularly the strength- in- numbers of Spanish speakers, as a
source of enrichment, and not of detraction from an inflexible “American way.”
Because the United States is heavily involved in global issues, and has a large presence
overseas, this new way of thinking coincides with a need for cultural tolerance and
understanding in the world arena. In some ways what we are struggling with at home,
i.e., tolerance for other racial, ethnic and cultural identities, is playing itself out across
the world for Americans.
In this study most of the participants reported feeling confiised about how
language use affected their cultural identity and how others perceived them. For those
who did not maintain a strong connection to Spanish, a feeling of loss predominated.
Those who spoke Spanish and English equally felt pride in their abilities. However,
several participants felt that the United States should not pander to Spanish speakers.
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These participants felt that the public language should be English and that it demeans
Spanish speakers to cater to them.
In terms of the efficacy of bilingual programs, participants across the board
related that they felt bilingual education in the public schools in the United States, as it
has been practiced over the last several decades, does not serve Spanish speakers well.
Starting with assessment, many participants voiced the belief that schools viewed
Spanish speakers pejoratively. They also said that most public school students they
knew, including themselves, perceived bilingual classes as “dumb” classes.
This meant that most participants saw members of their own community being
labeled ‘incapable of doing advanced academic work.” Participants felt undermined by
seeing so many people in school that they identified with being thought of as “dumb”
and it led to individual nihilistic thinking (West, 1993).
In addition to this, the schools’ use of tenns like Limited English Proficiency
(LEP) signal a deficit view of these learners. It is also important to acknowledge that
white mainstream students in American schools who speak more than one language are
perceived as cultured and learned, whereas Spanish speakers fi’om poor Latin American
countries and the Caribbean are seen as deficient and in need of remediation (Nieto,
2004). While it may be true that some Spanish speakers fi’om poor nations are entering
United States schools with a lower grade level of accomplishment than their English
speaking peers, others are simply lumped in this body of students requiring remediation
without just cause.
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Oral and Written Expression in Two T^ngiia^fts
How This Expression is Treated in the Schools
Several problems existed for most participants in regard to their bilingualism
and how it affected their school success. First, no standard assessment procedures were
in place so that participants could be placed in the proper level of English language
learning classes. This meant that some participants, like Aisha who spoke no Spanish,
were placed in bilingual classes based solely on the fact that they had a Spanish
surname. This meant that participants in this study were not assessed as individual
learners. Assumptions were made based on the schools’ perceptions of their group
affiliation.
What this means to the educational advancement of Puerto Rican students in
American schools is that they are tracked and cat^orized erroneously, thereby hurting
their chances to excel at school.

Racial Identity in School and in the Public Sphere
All 16 participants expressed feeling race and ethnic prejudice in American
schools and within the public sphere, or witnessing family members contend with such
forces. These findings are consistent with research that shows that intstitutionalized
racism still exists in schools in the United States and in public life (Urcuioli, 1998;
Wilson, 1999). Although we, as a nation, have made some strides toward race and class
equity in our schools, much remains to be done.
The majority of participants in this study did not consider themselves “white” or
“black.” When speaking about racial identification, all said they identified as “Puerto
Rican.” However, the way they perceived their treatment in the public schools and in

196

public life pointed to a pejorative reception from school personnel consistent with racist
practices. In United States schools and in the public sphere, most participants felt
conceptualized by teachers, shopkeepers and other public servants as having less
potential and being unworthy of respect because of their status as Puerto Ricans. This
type of feedback from the larger society affected participants’ schoolwork because they
felt disenfranchised from the dominant culturally “accepted” group. Participants
internalized the way the dominant group looked at them and often referred to
themselves as “fuck-ups.”
Furthermore, participants made meaning of their race identity formation in ways
that are consistent with the literature showing that Hispanics do not necessarily identify
as one particular race (Gracia et al., 2000). However, research also points to the fact
that the term Hispanic has been racialized in this country more than in Latin American
and Caribbean countries (Mendieta, 2000; Alcoff^ 2000). Because Hispanics have been
racialized in the United States, the majority of participants in this study experienced
what they considered to be “race prejudice” from their teachers and from the larger
social surround. In school this meant that participants felt that they were not expected
to perform as well as white students did academically.
Most participants in this study had hopes that people in the United States would
stop acting in prejudicial ways regarding race and ethnic identity. I think Saraya said it
best when speaking about the way that labels become divisive instruments in and of
themselves. She said, “I hate it when they talk a third world and this world.. .to me
there is only one world.”
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Segmenting people into different worlds makes for narrow or non-existent
passageways for those from different cultural walks of life. If school in the United
States is primarily a white establishment, then how do segmented minorities find their
way into the stream of information needed for academic success? Many participants in
this study wrestled with the contending forces of wanting better treatment in school yet
thinking that obtaining special treatment would encourage the mainstream population to
view them as “less than” capable. This is a complex bind that people from minority
groups face. They need reparation for formerly inequitable treatment in the schools, but
do not want to go against American ideals of individualism by receiving it.

Parent Involvement in School
Most participants said that they felt “intimidated” by school personnel and
didn’t always know what to say to them. I witnessed this personally when I
accompanied Maria to her daughter’s elementary school to find out why she wasn’t
thriving academically. Maria was under the impression that her daughter was enrolled
in bilingual education for two years, only to find out at this meeting that she was not
and never had been. As we sat at a large table with many school experts giving thenopinions about Maria’s daughter, Maria shrunk down in her seat. Later, during the car
ride back to her home, Maria said angrily to me, “What the hell were they talking
about? Angelica knows her colors! I know she does!”
On another day, an admissions liaison from Wolking Community College who
was sent to the high schools to recruit potential Latino college enrollees, related an
incident he witnessed in the general office at Wolking High. He saw a bilingual male
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student come in with a parent for a conference. The school official in the main office
spoke to the boy without once looking at the parent or making eye contact. She also did
not wait for the boy to translate what was being said to his mother. In the eyes of the
recruiter from Wolking Community College (who is Latino), this treatment of a nonEnglish speaking parent was emblematic of the disregard given foreign-tongued parents
and was a show of deep disrespect. The recruiter’s comment to me was, “That school
official took all the authority away from that parent.”
Stories of parents feeling uncomfortable in their children’s schools are rife
within the Puerto Rican community. For example, Marguerita, one of the participants
in this study, felt the reverberations of her own bad experiences in Wolking High
School when she went to the high school to defend her daughter who also was not doing
well at school.
Lastly, I personally witnessed an open school night at Wolking High School
where only a smattering of Latino parents was in attendance. The majority of parents
who came for this school information session were white English speakers. This was a
sad reality in a school where 70% of the students are Puerto Rican or from other
minority groups. The fact that Puerto Rican parents are underrepresented at school
functions and parent/teacher conferences implies that parents are unaware of the
curriculum and available enrichment for their children at school.
What these stories illustrate about parent contact with the schools is that a
paucity of understanding exists about Puerto Rican culture on the part of public school
administrators and teachers. Research has shown that parents are an integral part of
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children’s school success. If the schools alienate Puerto Rican parents they lose
important allies in the struggle to improve academic performance for these students.

Curricular Guidance and Enrichment for Puerto Rican Students in the Schools
For the participants in this study there was a unanimous feeling that they were
not steered toward college or propped in any way for Standard Achievement Tests or
other necessary tools to pry the locks of college admissions.
Most participants reported that they were not encouraged to join any
extracurricular activities at school. Eleven participants reported never having been in a
school play, on any type of sports team, intramural or otherwise, and never feeling
welcome in a school club. Others were firmly placed on a vocational path without ever
being shown, in strong measure, what a truly academic program in middle and
secondary school looks like.
I think Rosa identified the schism between the earnest desire to learn on the
parts of the majority of participants in this study when she said, “I always hated school
but I always valued education.” How can educators take this inherent human desire for
education and once and for all, bring it into the schools?
Furthermore, how did New Roads to College tap into the value placed on
education by these very same women who had failed in school before? What worked
and what did not?
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Participants' Experiences in New Roads to College
Many of the participants entered New Roads to College with the same attitudes
that earlier blocked their chances for success in school. For example, educational
resistance still reverberated in the classroom. How did New Roads to College change
the ways that students formerly resisted doing well in school?

Finding A Voice in A New Kind of Educational Experience
As stated earlier, for the most part participants had the benefit of age and more
life experience on their side when taking the course. However, they still had fears, not
only about their own abilities, but also about the types of subjects being taught to them.
They held the belief that somehow they did not “fit” the mold for success in these area
studies.
New Roads teachers approached this in several ways. Although each of the five
teachers had a different teaching style, the imderlying educational philosophy was the
same. That philosophy included the belief that poor minorities have been
disempowered by society by being excluded fi'om educational practices and information
that are routinely supplied to middle and upper class mainstream students.
To act on this belief teachers let their students know that they had been left out
of an important, democratizing dialogue and that now they would be invited in.
Therefore, teachers conducted classes in a Socratic, dialectical format, something not
experienced before by these students. Suddenly their voices mattered. Not only did
their voices matter, there was an insistence that they exercise them. As Amaryllis said.
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“[New Roads to College] taught me that I have the ability to speak back out. I have a
voice.”
Once their voices were heard participants felt they could express a new kind of
resistance to or acceptance of complex ideas. Now their educational resistance was
healthy. They realized that they had the power to debunk or refiite ideas. They also
realized that they had the latitude to understand and accept them.
The way that these participants experienced New Roads to College differed
greatly from earlier school experiences. Many participants said that they felt an
increase in their self worth because teachers cared about what they thought. They
believed that this new feeling would be a catalyst for further academic accomplishment
in their lives.

Fears About Isolation and Not Being Good Enough for the Program
Although most student/participants in this study had initial high anxiety about
tackling demanding academic subjects, the majority was able to stick with it. It must be
noted here that at the start of the program there were twice as many enrollees than at the
program’s end. However, many of the women who dropped out did so early on and
usually for dire financial or health reasons. These women were not participants in this
study. Only one participant in this study, Aisha, did not complete the program.
Speaking out in class and writing ability held particular terrors for many
participants. Some participants never quite got over these fears, but all of them, except
for Aisha, felt that they gained confidence that made them want to continue their
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education after taking the course. Building the confidence to participate in class seemed
to be the key ingredient in participants’ positive experience in New Roads to College.
Teachers tried to understand students’ fears with compassion. The overriding
factor that led to a lessening of fear among the students was the sense of community in
the classroom. From the first session community building was an essential part of the
program. Seated around a big table with students facing one another teachers modeled
the exploration of literature, philosophy, and other subjects. Students quickly saw that
their ideas and opinions mattered. Suddenly fears about Spanish accents faded and
ideas took the lead. As classes continued to meet, students were increasingly
comfortable about really saying what they thought of the readings. Most participants no
longer felt isolated. They believed they were a part of a group effort to understand
t

important works that they had never been exposed to before. This sense of the
importance and realness of the work lent an authenticity to the school experience, one
that most participants did not experience before.
A problem arose for some participants when subjects were broached in this type
of open, seminar style classroom. Some felt uncomfortable when lightening rod topics
were discussed that impinged on their privacy or triggered strong emotions. This is an
area in teaching that I believe needs further investigation. Teachers need full fi’eedom
to explore topics, but they must have the knowledge and tools necessary to keep the
classroom atmosphere professional in its exploration of ideas. This may be especially
true in classrooms where students have experienced an inordinate amount of trauma in
their lives.
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How Former Obstacles to School Success Were Met in New Roads to College
Participants’ lives did not magically transform and suddenly contain an absence
of the struggles in evidence in their earlier school careers. However, participants were
encouraged to stay on track with a lot of personal attention. Many, like Maritza,
Magdalena, and Maria had already healed from major substance abuse. Others were
still involved with men who abused drugs or alcohol.
The majority of participants in this study were no longer struggling with the
chaos caused by substance abuse in their families. Some were struggling with
emotional difficulties in their personal lives, and most still experienced financial
difficulties. However, New Roads to College supplied all educational materials for free
and supported and applauded the motherhood of participants by providing free child
care and family events. New Roads to College also gave fiirther educational guidance
for these women to continue their education. Ten participants in this study went or are
going on to college full time. Three others are taking college courses. This is a far
different template than the one drawn for them by their high school guidance
counselors.

A Focus Away From Remediation
While writing help and advisement were always available, the focus of New
Roads to College was not on remediation. The philosophy of the program dictates that
these adult learners have vast stores of knowledge and experience and can tackle the
ideas put forth in the assigned texts without going to an educational ground zero first.
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Students who were put in remedial courses in the past when they attempted
college work, voiced finstration. Often when minority students are admitted to college
they are given a large dose of remediation and these remedial classes may carry no
credit. Remediation in college can actually interfere with degree completion by
undermining a sense of progress and by stopping fiill integration into the higher
education project (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2001).
It seems paradoxical that remediation which may, in fact, be necessary, can lead
to fhistration and failure for students. Providing remediation without giving students a
sense of moving through the “real” subjects reiterates inferior feelings in students who
have already felt like academic underachievers.

The Meaning of New Roads to College in Participants’ Lives
New Roads to College changed the way the majority of women looked at their
roles as learners and women. Many participants said that they had a new appreciation
for their own surroundings, for art and architecture. Others, like Maritza, were
awakened to political life and the forces of racism in the society. Still others realized
that subjects that they perceived as “off limits” to them were actually relevant to their
lives.
Victoria had an eclaircissement about poetry. She now sees poetry as “one
person talking to me one to one.” She is responding to poems in a new way. Saraya
realized something essential about translation. She now sees the struggle to translate
from one language to another as the art of “doing justice” to an author’s words and
thoughts. Delia discovered that being “forced to write in English improved [my
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writing] in Spanish.” Renata felt that a “place” was “drawn” for her. She finally felt
comfortable in academia in mainland United States. Finally, Saraya exuded the joy that
education brings when she said, “Art is all around us. We are art. We have to
understand that to survive.” Saraya is not just surviving, she is making meaning of the
struggle. Of course, people also make meaning of their struggles through other conduits
such as family support, religion, and personal philosophy.
It is my belief after conducting this study that the schools routinely keep poor
and minority students away from critical discourse and in-depth explorations of the arts
and literature in the classroom. Most courses that these participants formerly
experienced as students did not “invite them in” to an authentic intellectual dialogue.
They were excluded from the information and spirit needed to be dynamic players in
our democracy. Not only did they suffer a deficiency in their education, but also this
type of lesser quality education was passed on to their children.

Benefits to Extended Family When Participants Attended New Roads to College
A large and inestimably rewarding benefit students gained by going through
New Roads to College was the impact their enrollment had on family members. Most
participants expressed that their children were instilled with hope because “mommy
goes to school.” However, one young mother, Veronica, said that her two-year-old son
began to associate the words “mommy,” “school” and “homework” with loss and
separation. He would often scream, “No school mommy!” because as Victoria
translated it, “He saw that school kept me from him.” Yet, overwhelmingly participants’
children and grandchildren urged them to stay in school and complete the program.
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The participants in this study can point the way for educators to appreciate the
benefits of multi-generational literacy and education. Families gain new respect and
intellectual curiosity is awakened when they witness a parent embracing education.
Children and spouses also form a belief that education is a viable possibility for
members of their ethnic group.

Limitations of This Study
The small number of participants I interviewed is a possible limitation of this
study. However, the in-depth, phenomenological nature of the interviews adds another
dimension to understanding of these participants’ experiences. Unlike surveys and
short one-time interviews, in-depth phenomenological interviewing enabled me to
contextualize their experiences and to get to know them deeply.
Another limitation of this study could stem from my role as a teacher to the
participants in this study. This may have inhibited their responses to my questions and
our explorations together, as researcher and participant. However, it must be noted that
their familiarity with me, my personhood and what I am about, may have encouraged
them to share details and perceptions about their lives that they might not have shared
with a stranger. In addition to this, it must be noted, that in no way does New Roads to
College provide all things needed for academic success. For example, the New Roads
program does not require in-depth essay writing due to students’ time constraints and
family pressures.
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A final limitation has to do with the nature of qualitative research. This type of
interviewing leaves the researcher with an inability to generalize the results of his or her
data.
I have tried to the best of my ability to understand and respect the participants in
this study. I learned much about myself fi-om their stories, and for this I thank them. I

I

am not a Puerto Rican or of Puerto Rican descent. I acknowledge my differences as an

j

outsider looking in and hope I haven’t made “the error of imagining [we are all] alike”
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(Sennett, 2003). I must say, however, that getting to know these women has made me
proud to be a member of the human race. Their spunk, spirit and intelligence soared far
above the bleak script they were handed by the existing social, ethnic and class strata in
the United States.

Discussion and Recommendations
My findings about adult Puerto Rican women accessing higher education
*

yielded several clear themes and problems. Below, I provide a brief list of possible
solutions for these problems. I understand that plans to implement these solutions

i
•1

would have to be explored with more research and trials of practical application. Issues,
such as how to teach bilingual children in United States schools, remain clouded within
I'

i
j

the web of human complexity and warrant fiirther research.

i

i
j

Change the School Ethos for Poor Urban Minorities
What is clear to me is that Puerto Rican students in secondary and middle school
are not getting equitable curricular guidance, exposure to advanced courses, or
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extracurricular activities that are commonly understood in this country to mold collegeready students. It should be a requirement that all inner-city minority students be
enrolled in at least one extracurricular activity from two or more disciplines within their
school. These activities should include, but are not limited to sports, journalism,
leadership clubs and the arts.
Another observation that made sense to me was that Puerto Rican students are
generally congregated in high-risk public schools in urban centers and that in most of
these schools, critical discourse is not privileged, yet classroom and crowd management
are. One way to ameliorate this condition would be to infuse teacher-training for those
planning to teach in high risk schools with Socratic methods of teaching that are
currently practiced in the more successful schools in the United States. Smaller classes
would be another place to initiate change.
While it is understood that well managed classrooms encourage learning,
administrators and teachers in urban schools should also work to loosen the noose of
order and implement more dialectical style, project-based learning. This type of
instruction and learning lends itself to college preparedness and a chance at future
leadership opportunities and better pay. By denying minority students this experience,
we as a nation, make for an uneven educational playing field and ultimately offer
minorities the lowest-wrung of education and the least chance for a dynamic, causative
life. The most important change that schools can make in regard to Puerto Rican
students is to begin by thwarting and ending a deficit view of this population. Schools
should consistently work to honor the multi-dimensional assets that Puerto Ricans
already bring to the table, and take up an additive approach to their education.
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Schools and Communities Must Work Harder to Open a Dialogue
About School Resistance
Minority communities need to take up the responsibility of examining school
resistance among their children and to find ways to help their children to embrace that
doing well in school is not “selling out” one’s home culture. Parent encouragement
about school is key to acceptance of education for the child. Research has shown that
parents acculturate their children to school (Delgado-Gaitan & Ruiz, 1992). How can
this be done with so much dissonance between the home culture and the cultpre of the
school?
Schools with large minority populations need to engage parents in discussion
groups and workshops that examine their own beliefs about school. Other programs,
such as a parent/child literacy program that I was involved with in New York City, can
foster parent interest in reading for themselves and their children.
Taking up the same effort, schools must examine how white behaviors are
foisted on minority students in ways that diminish the dignity and selfhood of these
students. Students should not have to “act white” to succeed in school. An honest
dialogue between parents and school could yield clues about how to fix this problem.

Find Wavs to Connect Minority Parents to Schools
What is also clear to me is that parents of Puerto Rican students in secondary
schools are excluded fi'om the loop of information necessary to catapult their children,
along with middle and upper class white children, into a sphere of academic success. I
recommend that schools widen their effort to include minority and other-language¬
speaking parents in pivotal discussions about their children’s academic prospects.

210

One way to remedy the constant outcry on behalf of teachers that “Their [Puerto
Rican] parents never show up at school” is to adopt practices that use both Spanish and
English in school announcements and public gatherings. Another way would be to
ensure that students have adequate homework help when it is clear that parents are
unable to assist them. It is unfair and unrealistic to expect students to achieve sterling
results in school when their parents or significant caregivers have no understanding of
what is required of them.
Although I am not a fan of using business models in human development, I
think that technological tools from the business community could be implemented to
improve parent/school communication. I am developing along with Abbie Sheehan, an
experienced educator and doctoral candidate, a program that mimics Client Resource
Management (CRM), a system commonly used by business to centralize information for
and about their clients. In the last fifty years, little has changed in schools regarding
parent/teacher contact. The software already exists to provide parents in Spanish and
English with important details about their child’s curriculum, grades and homeworic via
the telephone. Poor, urban, minority parents often cannot make it to school meetings
because of lack of public transportation money, or because they have no babysitters for
younger children. Providing important information to parents by phone would be an
invaluable link between school and parent.

Tie School to Work and Money
My final recommendation has to do with tying school and work together for
adults. More research is needed in regard to this concept. For the women in New
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Roads to College their jobs were linked to their educations. Their employers agreed to
give them time off in the middle of the day, twice a week, to advance their education.
However, it should be noted that six participants said that their fellow employees
resented their being given time off But the key factor in these participants’ remaining
in the course seemed to be their employers’ encouragement.
A corporation providing for the education of its employees is not a new concept.
Usually firms will supply advanced training for employees so that the corporation’s
needs may be met. However, job sites can begin to understand that workers often seek
self-fulfillment in education and this fiilfillment can lead to higher self-esteem and
better job performance (Nash & Hawthorn, 1987). Employers that already provide
educational assistance and time off for workers to attend school find an increase in
employee morale and performance on the job (Hallman & Rosenbloom, 1986). All of
the employed women in this study who were enrolled in New Roads to College felt that
their level of satisfaction about their jobs and their own life prospects increased by
taking the course.
In tandem with the idea of employers supporting adults and parents through their
education, is the idea that the government pay poor parents a stipend so that thenchildren attend school. This is currently being practiced in Brazil in order to raise the
country’s literacy rate. I think that for very poor families this type of incentive would
keep them and their children, who might be prone to dropping out, connected to school.
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The Complex Web and What Remains Unclear
Many themes and topics broached in this dissertation beg solutions but are
clouded in the complexities of multiple causalities. The wide spread unrest in public
school about the place of bilingualism requires further investigation and is a larger
subject than this study can encompass. The one clear indication that I determined is that
academic assessment of bilingual speakers in American schools is inadequate and often
tainted by prejudice. Improper assessment of skills leads to poor recommendations and
wasted student potential.
Another topic that warrants further study is the father/daughter relationship
among minority girls. I think there is much to be gleaned from further research on the
way that fathers affect their daughters’ feelings of self-worth, and in turn how this
influences their daughters’ beliefs about their capabilities.
Paradoxically, the stories told by the participants in this study ring with both
hope and despair. Many of the participants in this study felt that New Roads to College
is not a panacea for all things wrong with education. However, most of them felt that
they gained confidence in themselves as students. It should be noted that, about half of
the enrollees at the beginning of the program do not graduate, often for reasons of
illness, poverty, or emotional difficulties. For those who do complete the program, the
classes can be transforming.
The experiences of participants in this study point to ways that alternative higher
education programs can work for adults, and simultaneously to practices that might
foster academic success for poor and marginalized students in secondary school.
Minority women are often doubly excluded from the prospect of academic success
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because they are members of marginalized groups, and because they are women with
the primary responsibility for raising children.
I have no doubt that educational programs to reduce teenage pregnancy are a
necessity and that these programs should not be reduced. However, until science comes
up with something different, women will always bear children and move society
forward. In comparative studies from many different parts of the world, mothers are the
primary caregivers for children (Phares, 1996). That women should be punished,
ostracized, or penalized within the institution of school for having children at a young
age is counterproductive to the development of all available intellectual skills and talent
needed in this country. The attitude in the United States that women must fend for
themselves entirely once they bear children has caused unnecessary social maladies that
society sadly bears a later burden for. Developing and using resources to help young
families in this country carries political baggage and will not easily be resolved.
American individualism, despite all of its positive connotations, often dictates against
humane solutions for families in need. More women now than ever before are alone
raising children. To ignore this is a recipe for future generational disaster.
Not seeing to it that pregnant and parenting teenagers receive a quality education
ripples out to the next generation of children in a negative way. The children of teenage
parents lack the benefit of mothers who might be more likely to read to them, to
encourage wider vocabulary use, and to spark an intellectual curiosity that yearns for
fulfillment in school. It is often in the classroom that children, especially those from
minority cultural groups, meet with a dissonance in the way that they learn and the ways
that the schools try to teach them. This dissonance leads to a belief in negative
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capability and low academic outcomes. How can schools make Puerto Rican students
welcome in their classrooms? How can minority students thrive in mainstream United
States learning environments? I think that we, as educators, might begin by providing
for all students what Renata experienced in her New Roads to College experience. She
said, “I think it healed me a lot.. .1 thought... someone had drawn a place for me to be.”
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A Composite of the Participants
♦

10 participants left home before age 17

♦

13 participants had first child by age 18

♦

10 participants described fethers as unfaithfiil to mothers, some with
multiple partners

♦ Zero participants described mother as unfaithfiil to father
♦

1 participant described grandmother as unfaithful to grandfather, several
other men

♦ 4 participants self-described as dark skinned
♦ 8 participants self-described as medium to light skinned
♦ 3 participants have English as first language
♦ 8 participants’ parents did not go higher than 8*** grade
♦ 2 participants’ parents had graduate degrees
♦

1 participant’s grandmother (primary caregiver) had medical degree
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I am conducting a study using in-depth phenomenological interviewing
to investigate and understand the experiences of Puerto Rican female students accessing
higher education in mainland American schools. The results of these interviews will
comprise data for my doctoral dissertation at University of Massachusetts Amherst and
may be used for possible future publications and/or conference presentations.
For the purpose of reducing any risk to my participants I will not use real names
in writing about or analyzing data gleaned from the interviews. I will interview students
who are enrolled in The Clemente Course in the Humanities, an alternative higher
education program.
All involvement in this research project is voluntary. Participants have the right
to review material regarding their interviews in written and taped form.
I will conduct three in-depth interviews lasting approximately 1 1/2 hours each.
The interviews will be tape-recorded.
The information from these interviews will be used in my doctoral dissertation.
There will be no monetary or material benefit for those participating in this interview
process. I thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. It is my hope that
this study will serve to improve the educational experiences of Puerto Rican students in
mainland American schools.

Interviewer: Barbara Tramonte

_

Participant:
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APPENDIX D
POVERTY AMONG FAMILIES BY THE
OFFICIAL POVERTY MEASURE 2001
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Number

Poverty

(in 000)

Rate (%)

All Families

6,813

9.2

Married-Couple Families

2,760

4.9

1,477

3.3

Black

328

7.8

Hispanic origin*

799

13.8

Asian/Pacific Islander

156

6.6

Female-Headed Families

3,470

26.4

White, not Hispanic

1,305

19.0

Black

1,351

35.2

illliilill

37.0

61

14.6

Characteristics

White, not Hispanic

Hispanic origin*
Asian/Pacific Islander

* Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race.
Source: U.S. Census, Poverty in the United States: 2001, P60-219, Table 1.

Figure 2. Poverty Among Families by the Official Poverty Measure, 2001
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APPENDIX E
MEDIAN ANNUAL INCOME OF PERSONS WITH INCOME
25 YEARS OLD AND OVER, BY HIGHEST LEVEL OF
EDUCATION AND SEX: 1999
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Series P-60, "Money Income in the United States: 1999."

Figure 3. Median annual income of persons with income 25 years old and over, by
highest level of education and sex: 1999
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